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Abstract
‘my bovine heart’ is a practice-based research project that investigates the potential
for contemporary performance practice to engage with the moral dilemma of ‘meat
culture’. It consists of a solo theatrical performance that addresses the question of
‘cowness’ through the interplay of text, image and sound within a postdramatic
framework and an exegesis that discusses the paradox of attempting to speak for the
animal subject through performance languages. Framed by Feminist Care Theory, this
research addresses the question, is it possible to (re)present the animal with care? It
argues that the artist (carer) must focus their practice (labor) on attending to the animal
(cared for) sympathetically, bearing witness to animal suffering, in the co-presence of
the audience to avoid replicating the power structure implicit in ‘meat culture’. This
research is fundamentally informed by my practice as a Sydney based theatre maker
over two decades, exploring political issues through contemporary performance
practice. It examines two other examples of performances that engage with the
question of the animal, Matthew Herbert’s recital One Pig (2013) and Irish
performance artist Kira O'Reilly’s ‘dance’ with a pig carcass, inthewrongplaceness
(2006). ‘my bovine heart’ draws on Josephine Donovan’s Aesthetics of care (2017)
and Maria Puig de la Bellacasa’s Matters of care (2017); Derrida’s philosophical
thinking on The animal that therefore I am (2002) and Deleuze and Guattari’s concept
of ‘becomings’ (2004); and Hans-Thies Lehmann’s Postdramatic Theatre (2006) and
is contextualized by the field Animal Studies. This performance research project seeks
to contribute to the ongoing interdisciplinary inquiry into the realities of ‘meat culture’,
particularly regarding artists’ ethical responsibility towards the animal.
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Chapter 1

Introduction: Performance, Care and the Commoditized Animal

The multidisciplinary field of animal studies reflects the significant shift in western
thinking with regards to human-animal relations that seek to place ‘the animal
question’ at the centre of critical enquiry (Calarco 2015, p. 2). Whilst animals have
always featured in cultural performances from ancient sacrificial rituals (Campbell
2014; Faraone & Naiden 2012) to a range of contemporary contexts such as racing,
hunting, show trials, theme parks and performance art (Orozco 2013; Parker-Starbuck
2015), the ethical shift and turn towards the animal, has led to a closer scrutiny of
practices that harm animals for human pleasure or benefit. The commoditized animal
(those whose bodies are perceived as ‘meat’) is often overlooked and exempt from
scrutiny, compared to wild animals or domestic pets, because of their commodity
status (Watt 2016, p. 168). Such animals are most frequently attended to through
welfarist measures, which serve to appease and deflect attention away from ethics and
the realities of ‘meat culture’, 1 leading instead to continued exploitation of animals
who may then be regarded (ironically) as ‘happy meat’ (Cole 2011).
The majority of ‘performances’ on behalf of the commoditized animal do not take
place in ‘aesthetic spaces’ but rather occur within the public sphere or via the media,
undertaken by activists interested in deploying performance strategies to draw
attention to animal abuse. For example, Yvette Watt’s performance ‘Duck Lake’ 2,
Lush Cosmetics campaign against animal testing (2014) or PETA’s ‘Holocaust on
your plate’ (2004). Whilst engaged in similar territory and underscored by ‘animal
rights’, ‘my bovine heart’ is focused rather on investigating how theatre and the
representational might ‘speak for’ the animal and how this mode of articulation might

A Potts, Meat Culture (2017) ‘Meat Culture’ is a term deployed by Annie Potts to
define the different processes – industrial, financial, social – that enable ‘meat’
production to flourish and that ensure that we (humans) are able to engage in a level
of cognitive dissonance with regards to the animals whose bodies are rendered into
consumables.
2 Duck Lake: An Anti-duck-shooting, Art-meets-activism Event (2019)
<https://www.dcasn.com/events/2019/3/26/duck-lake-an-anti-duck-shooting-artmeets-activism-event>, viewed 30 June 2020
1
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have the potential to affect its audience and to open up space for reflection. It thereby
seeks to trouble the ease with which we, humans, accept the anthropocentric paradigm
that privileges the human subject at the expense of and in opposition to ‘the animal’.
Following Hans-Thies Lehmann (2016, p. 185) this research does not suggest that
‘theatre’ has the potential to ‘change’ the world in any radical sense or directly impact
the lives of animals trapped within the ‘animal industrial complex’. Instead, it suggests
theatre has the potential to affect how we see things; that it might provide an alternative
lens or a way of looking at what might otherwise be too alienating or too difficult to
think about.
This project is acutely conscious of the power relations intrinsic to ‘meat culture’ and
the significance of the profit motive and combined financial interests of ‘science,
technology and the market’ which leads to the exploitation and killing of billions of
animals. The focus on financial interests resists calls for empathy and compassion and
pro meat pundits utilize idyllic ‘narratives of farming’ and extensive media campaigns,
to promote their agendas (Potts 2016, pp. 1-2; Fitzgerald & Taylor 2014, pp. 165-166).
In response ‘my bovine heart’ draws on the Feminist Care Tradition, applying a
theoretical lens that explores the sympathetic potential of theatre and performance
practice to attend to the suffering of animals and to interrogate the normatized and
hidden violence of ‘meat culture’. In her theory of ‘aesthetics of care’ Josephine
Donovan proposes a model of ‘aesthetic wit(h)nessing’, a term borrowed from IsraeliFrench artist, Bracha Ettinger, as a way of deploying artistic practice alongside and
with the ‘other’ in representing the ‘traumatic’ (Donovan 2017, p. 40). In other words,
my research deploys ‘care’ theory as a way of connecting aesthetics, politics and ethics
on behalf of the animal subject; in this scenario, the artist becomes a mediator,
speaking on behalf of the animal whose ethical call is denied and who cannot speak in
a manner that is understood by the human subject. Through ‘my bovine heart’ I have
sought to deploy my practice as a theatre maker to express the affective and emotional
anguish of animals, whose trauma is not only indescribable but also rejected because
of their explicit reduction to the status of ‘thing’ or commodity. I have sought to find
a way of bringing to the surface these hidden pains through image, text, sound, action,
that invites (human) others, as audience, to not only reflect on the reality of ‘meat
culture’ but also to be ‘touched’ and feel the interconnection between all living things.
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My interest in this research was provoked by a singular moment in which I had to face
a moral dilemma with regards to meat eating, exemplified by my reluctance but felt
obligation to view the ABC Four Corner’s Report, A Bloody Business (2011). This
program sought to expose the ‘alleged animal cruelty and industry negligence’ in
Australia’s live export trade (Krien 2012, p. 26) by investigating the mistreatment of
cows in Indonesian abattoirs. In her in-depth essay on this report, Krien raises
significant and surprising questions by asking whether the outrage that ‘the nation’ felt
was inherently ‘racist’? and in the end she suggests, it was about ‘raising the bar’ and
lifting Indonesian abattoir practices to an acceptable Australian standard. Whilst there
was indeed public outrage and a ‘wave of revulsion’ (2012, p. 5) after the airing of this
report, which resulted in a forced ban on live export at the time (since revoked), Krien
points out that it was possibly only the glare of the camera that made the difference.
Under the lens, animals normatively perceived as objects or “things” suddenly became
‘subjects’ of lives. Krien questions whether the result of the exposé was to draw
attention to what is and what is not “ok” in relation to the treatment of ‘meat’ animals;
and suggests, that after dealing with our ‘moral responsibility’ and assuaging our guilt,
cows would once again ‘become objects’ (Ibid). I found myself leaving the room
halfway through the program, unable to deal with the images and sounds. However,
the moral quandary did not leave me and has manifested as this research project.
The Four Corner’s Report led me to ponder if it might be possible to find a way to turn
the performative lens onto the ‘commoditized animal’ with a view to bringing the
animal as subject-of-a-life into focus. It led me to consider how through performance
it might be possible to bear witness to animal trauma for which humans are
accountable; and how to communicate my quandary to an audience in a way that would
not have them leaving the room. To address these considerations this practice-based
research, consisting of a creative project and accompanying exegesis, poses the
following question, ‘Can performance practice (re) present the animal with care? The
creative project is a solo performance that draws on my over twenty years of
experience (1989-2009) and practice as a Sydney based theatre maker and performer.
It deploys postdramatic strategies and the interplay of text, sound, image, action, props
and video projection to explore the concept of ‘cowness’ and is documented in Chapter
four. In addition, the exegesis employs case study analysis of two performances: the
first, British composer and musician Matthew Herbert’s experimental music recital
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One Pig performed at the Melbourne Recital Centre in 2013; the second, Irish
performance artist, Kira O'Reilly’s corporeal performance with a pig’s body,
inthewrongplaceness, first staged at HOME, London in 2005. The examination of
these two works suggests that despite assertions of ‘care’ and the artists’ intentions to
actively raise consciousness about human-animal relations and to politicize animal
consumption, their incorporation (appropriation) of the animal body in their
performances re-enacts the humancentric power dynamic. In pre-existing interviews,
Herbert and O’Reilly proffer a pro-animal perspective of their respective projects;
Herbert maintains that in ‘using every part of a [pig’s] body’, he is acting with respect
and giving the animal a ‘voice’ 3 ; O’Reilly through her overt identification and
embrace of the pig’s body comments that ‘care and caring’ are played out in the
performance (Snaebjornsdottir/Wilson, pp. 41-44). Neither artist, however, allows
their ethical-political stance to deflect from their aesthetic explorations in which
animal sacrifice is fundamental to the audience’s experience of the works. In forcing
their audiences to confront ‘meat culture’ directly and bringing the disempowered
(slaughtered) animal body into the aesthetic space, Herbert and O’Reilly prioritize the
artist-audience relationship.

In contrast, whilst engaging in similar ethical-political territory as Herbert and
O’Reilly, in developing ‘my bovine heart’, I was seeking to explore how ‘care’ might
be fundamental to the creative process despite the limitations of the representational
mode with its inevitable humancentric bias. In combining Maria Puig de la Bellacasa’s
(2017) three-dimensional definition of ‘care’ and Donovan’s work on ‘aesthetics of
care’ in the representation of animals (2015), this practice-based research has sought
to explore how labor-affect and ethics (p. 13) might directly inform and shape the
creative process and performance. In other words, in taking on the role of ‘carer’ and
engaging with the animal subject (thematic) with ‘care’, my intention has been to
explore how or if the theatrical medium might effectively foreground the animal
standpoint; furthermore, how it might be possible to bear witness to animal suffering
in the co-presence of the audience. My intention was to attempt to ensure that the

3

Matthew Herbert vs. Peta (2011) viewed 3 September 2017,
<https://matthewherbert.com/matthew-herbert-vs-peta/>
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animal subject did not simply become ‘material’ to exploit for effect, but that it would
be prioritized throughout the work.
The creative project — ‘my bovine heart’

My practice has been shaped my formative time as a core member of Sidetrack Theatre
(Marrickville, NSW) under the direction of Don Mamouney from 1988-1998. At this
time, the company sought to explore political issues through self-devised and a nondramatic style of performance and the employment of contemporary performance
principles, which involved a collage style of performance — combining original and
appropriated texts and the interplay of language (s), movement, image, sound. 4 My
practice was also enriched through my lengthy collaboration with Sydney based
company, Opera Project Inc (1998-2008) under the directorship of Nigel Kellaway 5
and collaborations and encounters with other independent artists during that time.
Key to my process of investigation and making ‘my bovine heart’ was my work with
Sidetrack which involved a combination of regular physical training and the creation
of new performance works. The company followed Tadashi Suzuki’s Actor Training
Method 6, a rigorous daily stomping and ‘martial arts’ style of training, which affected
the style of performance, based on strength, minimalism and clarity of focus. Making
work would involve: reading/research around a particular theme or idea;
conceptualizing and then exploring ideas, based on provocations, images, found texts
and working them on the floor; either independently, bringing discoveries back into
the room for presentation and feedback; or working on the floor, collaboratively with
other performers and/or through directorial witnessing, feedback and directives. Either
way, the process involved a combination of reading/thinking/conceptualizing/doing
followed by a lengthy or intense repetitive process of doing/reflecting/refining until
Burvill, T 1998, ‘Sidetrack Performance Group and the postmodern turn’, in Kelly,
V Our Australian Theatre in the 1990’s, Rodopi, Amsterdam - Atlanta has a detailed
chapter on the shifts in direction of the company during the 1990’s
5 See https://nigelkellaway.com.au/operaproject-2/ for more information.
6 Suzuki’s approach is outlined in The Way of Acting (1993) is discussed in depth in
Yana Taylor’s 2007 PhD thesis: Doctors of Presence: Tadashi Suzuki's Training
Methods in Sydney Contemporary Performance, a record of the Sydney performance
scene in the 1980’s and ‘90’s and the influence of Tadashi Suzuki’s Actor training.
4
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we arrived at a point where a work was stable enough for in-house showing and critical
feedback; this would then allow time for re-assessment and re-adjustments for the next
iteration of the work, which would be ready for public scrutiny.
Other significant influences on my practice and the making of ‘my bovine heart’ were
times spent with practitioners Nikki Heywood, Tony Osborne and Alice Cummins
between 1998-2002, who introduced me to other body centred processes including:
‘body weather’ training following Tess de Quincy, 7 ‘authentic movement’, 8 BodyMind-Centering 9 and improvisational explorations. These practices encouraged me to
listen intently and reflexively to my own body and encouraged being present and
working in the moment, being open to whatever might appear or suggest itself —
allowing words, movements, actions, sounds to arrive. These different processes had
the potential to be harnessed to varying degrees contributing to a generative process
and the creation of a repeatable performance score.
The development of the performance, ‘my bovine heart’ involved collaboration with
video artist Sam James 10 and sound artist Gail Priest 11 and was undertaken over an
extended period of time and involved a multi-staged process, including: (1) field work
on a property with a small family of cows (2) reading/research, the generation of a
performance text, time in a studio space to write and/or improvise (3) the
dramaturgical and editing process with multiple sessions of reading out loud in order
to discover connections, motifs and through-lines (4) video filming and sound
generation with James and Priest (5) compositional process, ordering and layering of
the different performance texts — sound, words, images, action, movement (6)
rehearsal (7) studio showing in front of a small audience and feedback.

7

<https://dequinceyco.net/bodyweather/about/>
In her DCA Nikki Heywood writes that her introduction to ‘Authentic Movement’
developed by American Dancer Mary Starks-Whitehouse (1911-1979) was via
dancer Rosalind Crisp and explored within a studio-practice and then later with
dancer Alice Cummins (a BMC practitioner) through a processes of blind-fold work
and witnessing sessions. Undoing Discomfort: being real/becoming other in an
embodied performance practice (2016) held in the UOW Thesis Collection
9 https://www.bodymindcentering.com/
10 Samuel James <https://shimmerpixel.blogspot.com/>
11 Gail Priest <https://www.gailpriest.net/>
8
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‘my bovine heart’ comprises three acts, which involve the interplay of different
elements and modes — sound, text, image, action, props, video projection, lighting,
scenography — in a postdramatic style of performance. It explores the concept of
‘cowness’, a word that describes characteristics and qualities ascribed to a particular
kind of body (species) perceived primarily as ‘meat’. The live performance is
bracketed by video footage of cows in fields projected onto a large pvc screen,
doubling as a scenographic structure, suggestive of the kind of curtaining used in cool
rooms or abattoirs. This doubling of screen/curtain signifies the elision of animal/meat
from the outset. It also brings the ‘real’ (in digital format) into the stage space creating
a dialogue between the live and mediated. Each act deploys a different performance
genre and different combination of elements and modes to engage with the idea of
‘metamorphosis’ or ‘becoming cow’ or ‘becoming meat’.
The first act, parodies cabaret or pantomime, where the performer wearing a ‘cow
mask’ and ‘bloodied apron’ mimes to a recording of the 1950’s love song, ‘I’m in the
mood for love’. The ‘cow mask’ and ‘bloodied apron’ allow me to traverse
(symbolically) similar troubling territory explored by O'Reilly and her corporeal
exploration of ‘interspecies metamorphosis’ with the pig’s body; it enables me to play
with the notion of ‘becoming cow’ and ‘becoming meat’ without capitalizing on an
animal’s actual death. The second act deploys the ‘performance lecture’ and the
discursive mode to tackle the question of ‘cowness’ using a combination of factual,
anecdotal and fictional references, interspersed with personal musings and questions,
whose final oblique point is that ‘cowness’ is not species specific; that in the eyes of a
crocodile, a human body is meat. Drawing on Herbert’s performance of One Pig, the
discussion is interrupted by a lament that attempts to cut through the cognitive,
momentarily shifting the aural space through song/sound, augmenting the tragedy of
animal death. The third act is referred to as the ‘nightmare’ and deploys the nightmare
trope to depict the horror of slaughter symbolically through the combination and
saturation of visual, sonic, textual and performance dramaturgies, dream-like imagery
and a poetic narrative in order to attempt to represent the ‘ineffable’ reality of animals’
lived experiences and violent deaths.
A major challenge in creating 'my bovine heart' was ensuring that ‘the animal’ was not
subsumed in the aesthetic process. I had decided not to work with an animal body, but
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I had to work out how to ‘represent’ the animal and animal trauma without also
appropriating or reducing animal suffering. How was it even possible to begin to
address the reality of animal suffering on stage? Informed by Derrida’s critique of
language or logos (2002), which views human language as coercive and reductive in
the representation of the animal that is unknowable and beyond words (p. 400), I
became pre-occupied with the paradox of attempting to speak for the animal.
Deploying a postdramatic style of performance, layering and intersecting different
modes and elements and employing a plurality of signs allowed me to unsettle my own
perceptions and to work with a multiplicity of meanings and contradictions. The
presentational style of performance allowed me to step into and out of scenes, adding
commentary without becoming overly sentimental and thereby reductive with regards
to what I perceived to be a serious subject. My perception of the gravitas of the ‘animal
subject’ was at times debilitative but in working with the paradox of speaking for the
animal through the ‘language of the oppressor’ (Weil 2010, p. 3), I began to find a way
forward.
‘Real’ animal bodies and ethics in One Pig and inthewrongplaceness

The exegetical component of the research has involved case study analysis of
Herbert’s music performance One Pig and Kira O'Reilly’s corporeal performance with
the pig’s body in inthewrongplaceness, to examine the artists’ ethical responsibility
towards the ‘animal subject’ and how ‘care’ in performance might manifest or be (mis)
construed. Through the analysis of these performances it is possible to show that
despite both artists’ intention to politicize the animal, they participate in subjugating
it through their artistic processes. By instrumentalizing a pig’s body in their respective
works, Herbert and O'Reilly demonstrate an adherence to speciesist ideology; in both
cases, neither seems to consider or imagine their works from the animal’s standpoint,
which as Donovan argues is fundamental to ‘care’ theory (1996, p. 97).
Firstly, in analyzing Herbert’s work through Donovan’s framework of ‘aesthetics of
care’ (2017), it is possible to show that despite Herbert’s assertions to the contrary,
that in transforming the pig into music he is ‘giving the animal a voice’ (2011) 12, he
12

Matthew Herbert vs. Peta (2011) viewed 3 September 2017,
<https://matthewherbert.com/matthew-herbert-vs-peta/>
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rather continues the process of denial by buying into the consumerist system. While
Herbert creates a disturbing and affecting sonic work, this is achieved through his
acceptance of the animal’s perceived commodity status, which he profits from directly.
In purchasing the animal, prior to its birth, for the express purpose of documenting its
life cycle from birth to plate and then transforming it into music, Herbert reiterates the
anthropocentric power structure. Herbert maintains there is nothing he can do to
change the inevitable trajectory of the animal’s life; that is, it was always going to be
killed. When viewed through a ‘care’ lens, Herbert may be seen to be engaging in a
‘sado-dispassionate’ aesthetic and a ‘disinterested framing’ of the animal subject as an
art object (Donovan, p.73). On this basis, Herbert’s process of making One Pig cannot
be regarded as an act of ‘care’.
Secondly, in examining O'Reilly’s corporeal performance with the pig through Maria
Puig de la Bellacasa’s (2017) writing on ‘care’ and ‘touch’ and the DeleuzioGuattarian concept of ‘becoming animal’ (2004), it is possible to show, that despite
the illusion of intimacy and tenderness on display in O'Reilly’s entanglement with the
pig’s body, her decision to work with the animal carcass, cannot be understood as an
‘aesthetic of care’. In working with a dead body, there is no possibility for reciprocity
between artist and animal; the animal can only function as a prop — as a body to labor
with — and furthermore, it is at risk of being made ‘meaningful’, transformed by the
artist’s touch into a metaphor or stand in for a dead human or the personification of
death. In other words, the animal is in danger of being anthropomorphized.
Appropriated by the artist and ‘re-framed’ within her performance, the animal’s actual
death is subsumed and itself remains ‘ungrievable’. One Pig and inthewrongplaceness
are powerful performances that seek to disturb the audience through a visceral and
affective process that draws attention to the problematic of the human/animal binary
through their engagement with the commoditized meat animal. Working with/on an
actual animal or animal body grounds both performances in the ‘real’, ensuring that
they push their audiences into ethical territory. Their works expose the tension and
disjunction between affect/ethics where the affective power of their performances
overrides the ethical concerns. Rather than dissolving into each other, the labor-affectethic equation that Puig de la Bellacasa proposes is ruptured. In both cases, despite its
apparent centrality in the staged performance, the animal is sidelined and subjected to
the will of the human agent, the artist, whose process necessitates its death. In
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acquiring and working directly with/off the animal body both artists accede to the
status quo; whatever their moral concerns or ethical perspectives, these are over-ridden
by other objectives.
Whilst performance that thematizes the commoditized animal may ‘transform’ the
animal through the creative process, it is not a given that this will liberate the animal
from its object status; rather, performance may continue the process of objectification,
re-configuring the animal as an aesthetic object. In other words, performance that
seeks to engage ethically and seriously with the animal must apply principles of ‘care’
and take a critical approach to disrupt the complacency with which humans exploit
nonhuman bodies in staged performances. In theorizing the relationship between the
artist and the animal in works that seek to ‘take the animal seriously’, Donovan
describes how the ‘sovereignty’ or autonomy of the artist is displaced by the ethical
demands of the animal (2016, p. 18, 38). She argues that in whatever form the animal
appears — as a presence or absence — it must be reckoned with; the dual relationship
between artist and audience becomes triangular; the work prioritizes and takes account
of the animal’s standpoint, which is mediated through the artistic process. In choosing
to speak on behalf of the animal and in bearing witness to its suffering, the privileged
performer/spectator relationship is displaced.

Through my case study analysis of One Pig and inthewrongplaceness, I have come to
understand that ‘care’ in performance involves a critical and self-reflexive approach
to performance practice. It also involves acting with ‘critical intent’ (Donovan, p. 38),
that is, ensuring that the animal is regarded as an ‘ethical subject’ rather than an
‘aesthetic object’. Although in making ‘my bovine heart’ I did not bring an animal —
living or dead — into the theatre space, it was necessary to ensure that I did not simply
‘appropriate’ (Weil 2010, p. 4) animal suffering or utilize and manipulate the animal
for my own aesthetic purposes; in other words, to make sure that I did not also
commoditize the animal.

Literature Review
‘my bovine heart’ draws on scholarship at the intersection of Animal and Performance
Studies, and is specifically framed by Critical Animal Studies, a subfield within the
field of Animal Studies with a particular political and activist agenda; it also draws on
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‘care’ theory, in particular the Feminist Care Tradition. As such, it seeks to highlight
the potential for theatre and performance practice to involve itself in a self-reflexive
and critical investigation of practice to explore the possibilities of bringing the
aesthetic, political and ethical into alignment on behalf of the animal subject,
specifically the class of animal, referred to as ‘meat’. The literature informing the
project has been categorized as: Interspecies Performance or Animal Performance
Studies; Critical Animal Studies (CAS); Human-Animal Relations as theorized by
Derrida; and ‘care theory’ with a focus on the Feminist Care Tradition. Whilst the field
of ‘interspecies performance’ continues to expand, there is no scope for full coverage
of artists working in this evolving field and this review will reference three different
performance practices that have explored ways of being with and encountering
‘farmed’ animals.
‘Interspecies performance’ or ‘animal performance studies’ has emerged since the
2000’s from the convergence of Animal and Performance Studies. Critical Animal
Studies specifically addresses the ‘enslavement’ of animals within ‘meat culture’, a
term deployed by Annie Potts (2017) to represent the significant place of meat in
Western societies, binding science, technology and the market in an organized system
of violence (p. 19). Derrida’s ‘The animal that therefore I am’ (2002) shifts western
thinking regarding human-animal relations; Derrida’s focus on compassion is aligned
to an ethics of ‘care’ and is juxtaposed against Peter Singer’s utilitarian approach and
Tom Regan’s rights-based philosophy. ‘Care’ as a political theory derives from a
‘feminist care’ perspective and has been re-theorized by Josephine Donovan in relation
to the animal and aesthetics, through her work on ‘Aesthetics of Care, on the Literary
Treatment of Animals’ (2017). The politics of ‘care’ also references Maria Puig de la
Bellacasa’s (2017) anti-anthropocentric perspective that perceives ‘care’ as a means
of extending justice and consideration to the ‘more than human world’. Examples of
creative practices engaging with ‘farmed’ animals include Rachel Rosenthal’s, ‘The
Others’ (1984), Linda Brant’s ‘The Unmourned’ (2013) and Fevered Sleep’s ‘Sheep
Pig Goat’ (2017).
Interspecies Performance
The early 2000’s saw a growing consciousness in the humanities and social sciences
towards ‘the animal’ and animals, based not only on ‘rights’ discourse or the growth
in ethological studies but also on human ‘self-preservation’ in response to climate

18

change and environmental concerns (Chaudhuri 2014, pp. 1-2). Una Chaudhuri is
regarded as a major figure at the intersection of Animal and Performance studies,
whose theorizing has significantly altered the performance landscape in relation to the
animal in what had been an exclusively anthropocentric world view (Parker-Starbuck
& Orozco 2015). Chaudhuri’s determination to “take the animal seriously” (2009, p.
520) was made manifest through her development of the term ‘zooësis’ to capture the
many diverse performance contexts and cultural practices involving animals, from
bear baiting, dog shows, pet keeping, literature and on stage (2007, p. 8). This new
terminology and contextualization have contributed to the significance of humananimal relations within contemporary academic discourse. In her writings Chaudhuri
also draws explicit parallels between the animal and performance through the
recognition of shared attributes of ‘embodiment, presence, process, event, force’
(2009, p. 521), which allows for a mutually beneficial dialogue between scholars
across the two disciplines.

A major factor contributing to shifting relations between the human subject and
animals in performance, may also be attributable to the significance of pro-animal
philosophical thinking, in particular the writings of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari
on the concept of ‘becoming animal’ (Deleuze & Guattari 2004; Chaudhuri & Enelow
2006; Orozco 2013; Cull 2009, 2012); Derrida’s insights on the encounter with the
animal subject (Orozco 2013; Chaudhuri 2009; Calarco 2008) and Donna Haraway’s
understanding of interspecies ‘companionship’ (Haraway 2003; Orozco 2013). These
writings have focused on the relationality between humans and non-humans rather
than on the dualism imposed by the anthropocentric model and the implicit power
structure that views the human as superior to the animal. The ‘animal turn’ and the
growing interest in the animal in performance is reflected in critical writings by
scholars of performance including, Jennifer Parker-Starbuck (2006, 2008, 2013)
Lourdes Orozco, (2015, 2017), Peta Tait (2013, 2020), Steve Baker (2000, 2008,
2013), Laura Cull (2009, 2012, 2015, 2019), Nicholas Ridout (2004, 2006), Martin
Puchner (2007), Michael Peterson (2007).
The ‘animal turn’ did not coincide with the ‘ethical turn’ in interspecies performance
practice, which came slightly later in 2012 (Cull 2015). Despite the greater presence
of animals in western performance — as a live presence or representational — ‘animal
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presence has become a regular feature of experimental theatre practices in
contemporary Europe’ (Orozco 2013, p. 3), ethical concerns or the animal’s own
standpoint were not necessarily of primary importance. This is evident in Steve
Baker’s essay on artist Catherine Bell’s 2006 performance, Felt is the past tense of
feel, a work involving forty dead squid from whom she ‘sucked ink’ to engage in a
‘shamanistic ritual’ to expunge her own grief over her father’s death (2013, p. 123).
Writing in relation to animals in theatre, Nicholas Ridout (2004) argues that live
animals on stage are in the ‘wrong place’ if framed within human contexts or
‘damnable plays’ and subject to ‘forcible matrixing’ (2004 p. 60), becoming
‘meaningful’ or amusing for a human audience. He writes, being put on stage as a
‘sign’ is an act of ‘violence’ and ultimately reductive (p. 60).
Lourdes Orozco gives another example of an exploitative performance with animals
in her reference to Rodrigo Garcia’s metaphoric performance Accidens (2005, p. 33).
This performance involved the live killing of a lobster that was cooked and eaten by
the actor, accompanied by a projection of a series of texts ‘around the fragility of a
human life in the context of a car crash’ (pp. 40-43). Orozco uses this work to tease
out the ethical issues arising from performances that kill or harm animals, asking if it
is possible to ignore the ‘material conditions that surround the presence of real animals
in performance’ and further, as a spectator of such a work, whether one’s participation
implies an agreement with the relations being enacted or whether one should leave the
theatre (pp. 43-44). By way of contrast, other performances have actively worked in a
‘collaborative’ way with animals such as Theatre Zingaro’s equestrian performances,
which have focused on ‘inter-species inter-subjective’ relations between human and
horse. In these works, ‘the man’ does not impose his will on ‘the animal’. Instead,
drawing on the Deleuzio-Guattarian notion of ‘becomings’, fixed categories are erased
and space opens for human and animal to ‘become a hybrid being’ (Orozco p. 26;
Williams 2000, p. 29).

A similarly attuned performance is Handspring Puppet

Company’s performance, ‘War Horse’ (2007) which involves representations of
horses that are at once ‘beautiful sculptures and elaborate machine constructed of
myriad moveable parts’ (Marra 2017, p. 128). In discussions of this work, artistic
Directors, Basil Jones and Adrian Kohler talk about their belief in ‘animism’, that
objects have a life and that the actors/puppeteers manipulating the horses (puppets) are
required to work sensitively through ‘a physical language of breath and gesture’ a
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language that humans are not ‘generally attuned to’ (Ibid).

The puppeteers’

sympathetic manipulation of the ‘life size’ puppets require an intensive process of
‘getting into the horse’ which for the most part results in the puppeteers ‘themselves
disappearing while remaining in plain sight’ (Marra, p. 131). Unlike the Rodrigo
Garcia’s performance of Accidens which brutalizes an animal to make a point about
human vulnerability, Theatre Zingaro and Handspring Puppet Company’s engagement
with the animal subject — real and representational — require an intense appreciation
of embodiment and symbiosis that comes from a desire to depict life where the
‘other’s’ needs are taken on its own terms’ (Rosi Braidotti in Woodward 2014, p. 12).

Scholars and artists engaging across Animal and Performance Studies continue to
work through the inevitable complexities of ‘interspecies performance’. Teresa Grant
points out that in this new scholarly ‘world view’, the animal is not just ‘the
entertainment’, but engages its audience in a process which reorders thinking in a
fundamental way (2018, p. 103). Laura Cull argues for a greater inclusivity of animals
in performance in which the notion of ‘performance’ moves beyond a ‘readymade’
human framework, as stipulated by Richard Schechner where performance is a
‘deliberate, conscious, chosen activity’ (in Cull 2015, pp. 42-43). She borrows from
Animal Studies scholar Cary Wolfe, writing that ‘just because we study nonhuman
animals does not mean we are not continuing to be humanist …’. From this nonanthropocentric perspective, it is necessary to question the ‘schema of the knowing
subject’ and engage in ‘critical introspection’ and ‘self-reflection’ (Ibid, pp. 43-44).
Parker-Starbuck makes the point that theatre and performance practice can intersect
with Animal Studies in a fundamental way, offering ‘productive tools of engagement’
in order to ‘begin to better think alongside animals’ (2015, p. 13). Orozco points to the
possibilities of different kinds of engagement with animals within socially engaged
performance contexts. Referencing the work of ‘shaman’ artist, Marcus Coates, whose
performances see an active role for animals — through his trance like performance
and summonsing of animal spirits; and Felicity Barrow’s community project Hen
Power Project (2016), Orozco points to examples of works in which animals are
actively enlisted in performances as healers of communities (2018). Chaudhuri
observes that while the notion of ‘interspecies performance’ may suggest a relationship
that ‘involves actual animals doing things alongside human performers’ (2014, p. 6),
this may not necessarily be the case; animals do not need to be present in their material
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form for ‘interspecies performance’ to take place. What is important is a commitment
to deepening relations and understandings between different kinds of beings. In other
words, for Chaudhuri the term ‘interspecies performance’ has ‘ethical and
epistemological’ 13 imperatives. In her 2014 anthology of ‘Animal Acts’, Chaudhuri
lists two article of faith that in her view are required for ‘interspecies performance’;
the first, whatever form the animal takes in a performance, we (humans) are to ‘remind
ourselves of their real existence; and secondly, we (humans) must ‘act on behalf of
those animals’ (pp. 5-7). Cull adds a third principle, suggesting that ‘interspecies
performance’ must contribute to the ‘epistemological crisis’ 14 in a positive sense, in
questioning assumptions about human knowledge of non-human animals.
Critical Animal Studies and the Commoditized Animal
CAS is aligned with but also separate from the interdisciplinary field of Animal
Studies and sees itself as a strand of ‘critical’ theory, following Max Horkheimer, with
a specific objective to end the enslavement of both human and non-human animals by
the dominant culture (Pedersen & Stanescu 2014, p. 262). It sees itself at the ‘nexus of
activism, academia and animal suffering’ (Taylor & Twine 2014), thereby taking a
more overtly political and critical stance than the broader interdisciplinary field of
Animal Studies, which it sometimes views as ‘abstract’ and disconnected from real
animals (Twine 2010, p. 8). Scholars working in this field define their work as activistbased scholarship that is firmly opposed to the exploitation of nonhuman animals for
human consumption and pleasure made possible by speciesist ideology (Pedersen &
Stanescu 2014). Its emergence can be traced to feminist work of the 1980’s and early
1990’s with its focus on ‘intersectionality’ and shared oppressions across race and
gender within western patriarchy (Adams 1990; 2016; Adams & Donovan 1995;
Oliver 2009; Wolfe 2003) and is closely aligned with and works at the intersection of
‘Critical Disability Studies’ (Jenkins, Struthers & Taylor 2020) and ‘queer studies’
(Dell’Aversano 2010). Its own inclusion within the theories of ‘intersectionality’ has
extended the discussion of shared oppressions beyond a humanist framework (Taylor
& Twine, p. 4).
Laura Cull Zoom Lecture on ‘Animal Performance Studies’ (August 5, 2021)
viewed 20 August 2021, <https://zhcn.facebook.com/LMmusicaeteatro.unibo/videos/animal-performancestudies/777993156187927/?__so__=permalink&__rv__=related_videos>
14 Ibid
13
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A major focus of CAS is the relationship between the intensification of capitalism and
animal exploitation through the ‘Animal-Industrial Complex’ (AIC) (Noske 1989;
Twine 2012), a term used to describe the networks of interconnectivity between
corporations, science and government that depend on the ‘obfuscation of meat-asanimal-life’ (Fitzgerald & Taylor 2014, p.166) in order to continue to profit from the
exploitation of animals and to maintain the political economic status quo. A key aspect
of the commodification of animals within the AIC is the perceived ‘disappearance’ of
the animal and animal suffering from sight through ‘normalizing’ mechanisms in
technology, language and cultural representation (Adams 2012). Carol Adams argues
that the scale of industrialized farming is possible through the destruction of the
‘individual’ animal through the concept of ‘mass term’ or ‘massification’ whereby a
unique individual is turned into a consumable thing, from a subject into an object
(Adams 2016, p. 3, 9, 207). Fiona Probyn-Rapsey makes a similar point regarding the
standardization of broiler chickens, bred for whiteness, ‘visible but also invisiblized at
the same time’ (2013, p. 20) and James Stanescu refers to the billions of “nameless
and faceless deaths” that constitute our daily lives in supermarket aisles (2012, p. 579).
Joseph Wadiwell refers to this ‘disappearance’ as a ‘war’ against the animal (2015)
that is ‘occluded from sight’ through ‘inter-subjective, institutional and epistemic
systems’ of violence (Calarco in Wadiwell 2015, p. ix; p. 168). The re-location of
industrial facilities far from population centres (Fitzgerald 2012; Vialles 1994) in
heavily secured complexes resembling ‘concentration camps’ (Watt 2014), ensure
animals’ disappearance from sight. Wadiwell refers to such places and spaces as
‘zones of exemption’ (in Watt, p. 35), where ‘anti-cruelty legislation’ does not apply
and is displaced by ‘codes of practice’ or animal welfare frameworks (Webster 2005).
The ‘institutionalization’ of animal cruelty is substantiated by ‘ag-gag’ laws that
impede access to sites of slaughter (Gröling 2014); media images of ‘happy meat’ are
shrouded in welfarist language and ‘offer assurances of care and consideration’ for so
called ‘farm’ animals (Calarco in Wadiwell p ix; Cole 2011, p. 83); ‘meat’ eating is
described as a ‘nutritional necessity’ hiding its important role in a ‘thriving economy’
(Fitzgerald & Taylor p. 167).
Adams’ term ‘absent referent’ has been seminal in understanding the denial or
cognitive dissonance leading to the ‘disappearance’ of the animal whose body is turned
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into meat. It encapsulates a process of violence through the cycle of ‘objectification,
fragmentation and consumption’ (Adams 2016 p. 39). Adams writes, ‘behind every
meal of “meat” is an absence, ‘the death of the animal whose place the meat takes’
(Ibid). She maintains that this occlusion allows consumers to deny moral culpability
and that words such as ‘pork, hamburger, schnitzel, drum-stick’, serve to ‘empty
violence from language’ (Ibid). Adams observes that through the process of
dislocation, ‘we do not see our meat eating as contact with another animal’ (Adams
2010, p. 6). Animal suffering or trauma is therefore conveniently pushed aside or
erased from consciousness. The process of ‘symbolic distancing’ (Fitzgerald & Taylor,
p. 171) ensures that animals rendered into meat, become ‘things’ or units of
production, inconceivable as lives or bodies worthy of protection (Jenkins & Twine
2014). Such bodies exist outside the ‘moral sphere’ and become ‘ungrievable’ (Butler
2006). Judith Butler’s humanist term ‘ungrievability’ (2006) has been applied to the
commoditized animal, which has been ‘de-realized’ (Taylor, p. 63) and rendered
‘unmournable’ (Stanescu, p. 568).

Derrida and Animal Liberation
Derrida’s pro-animal thinking through The animal that therefore I am (2002) has been
described as the most significant shift in western thinking regarding ‘the animal’ since
Aristotle (Wolfe 2003). In transposing the question attributed to 18 th Century
philosopher Jeremy Bentham in relation to ‘slavery’, ‘can they suffer?’ to the nonhuman animal, Derrida significantly challenges the hierarchical binary structure that
defines the human in opposition to the animal, based on their perceived lack of ‘reason’
compared to perceptions of human capacities and faculties, such as ‘language,
consciousness, subjectivity’ (Calarco 2015 p. 22). Whilst Derrida’s treatise on the
animal is at times tangential, he dedicates significant pages to the violence perpetrated
on ‘the animal’ through industrialization and bio-technological interventions (2002 p.
394). The question, ‘can they suffer?’ is directed specifically towards ‘food’ animals
whose subjugation takes place at levels of ‘unprecedented proportions’ (p. 394).
The question of ‘suffering’ similarly forms the basis of Peter Singer’s argument in
‘Animal Liberation’ (1975) and Tom Regan’s in ‘The case for animal rights’ (1983).
The Animal Liberation Movement of the 1970’s was closely linked to the other ‘rightsbased movements’ of race, sexuality and gender, referred to broadly as ‘identity’
politics (Calarco 2015) and led Singer to identify the similarity between systems of
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oppression of humans and the non-human animal (Cudworth p. 56). From a utilitarian
stance, Singer challenges the assumption that the exploitation of other species is
natural and inevitable; he argues that humans and animals share a capacity for
suffering, which means they have interests; all beings with interests should have their
interests counted. To deny animals this right is discriminatory and ‘speciesist’ (Singer,
2005, p. 3). 15 Tom Regan, following Kant, argues that all beings that are subjects-ofa-life have moral rights and intrinsic value. To be a subject-of-a-life, according to
Regan though, a being must be more than simply alive and conscious but must also
exhibit a range of characteristics such as beliefs, desires and invest in their own
welfare. In other words, subjects-of-a-life must be similar to functioning humans
(Regan 1983, p. 243). This notion of ‘sameness’ however, ensures that animals without
these perceived capacities remain outside the moral sphere.
Despite affinities between them, Derrida argues against Singer and Regan’s legalist
and humanist frameworks. He observers that such rules and calculations set up a
‘different set of exclusions’ whereby ‘other’ animals (and ‘other’ humans) are deemed
to be ‘unworthy of legal and moral consideration’ and therefore potentially repeats the
same domineering patterns of privilege (Derrida 2002, p. 395; Calarco 2008, p. 141).
Although Derrida accepts the necessity — in the short term — of a rules-based
approach to animal ethics, he looks towards a paradigmatic shift. In addressing the
question, ‘Can they suffer?’ Derrida argues the impossibility of not suffering. He
reasons that embodied organisms — regardless of species difference — are vulnerable;
that our shared vulnerability and mortality, the finitude of life, calls for compassion
and pathos. Our decision to ignore or deny the shared capacity for suffering across
species, he maintains, amounts to a ‘war on pity’ (p. 396).

Derrida points to two key indicators that have been used to describe animals as
‘lacking’ and have contributed to their exclusion from the moral sphere. The first is
the perceived inability for ‘altruism’ or capacity to rise above their instinctual patterns
The term ‘speciesism’ is the idea that it is justifiable to give preference to beings on
grounds that are a member of the human species (Homo sapiens) and raises questions
as to whether this position is defensible based on the fact that there are distinct
characteristics that justify placing greater moral significance on what happens to
human rather than non humans (Singer 2005, p. 3)
15
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(Calarco 2008, p. 66) and the other is lack of ‘language’ or logos. In contrast to Singer
and Regan who focus on ‘similarity’ between humans and animals to justify ethical
consideration, Derrida focuses on the ethics of ‘difference’, which intrinsically
undermines the anthropocentric paradigm. Writing about his encounter with his cat,
Derrida opens a space to acknowledge commonality between species across an abyss
of incomprehensibility. The ethics of difference starts with the premise that ethics
resides not with the self — as a rational and autonomous being — but with the ‘Other’
and with heteronomy (Calarco, p. 32). Taking this stance on behalf of the nonhuman
animal, Derrida admonishes Emmanuel Levinas whose ethics of the ‘Other’ (1961)
explicitly excludes ‘the animal’ and denies its ethical status (Derrida 2002, p. 400).
Levinas uses the analogy of the ‘face’ to represent the social contract between human
subjects, that leads to ‘an infinite obligation’ towards the ‘Other’ who is always human
(Ridout 2009, p. 40). Working with Levinas’ analogy, Derrida argues that the animal
does possess a face ‘that calls’ into question typical ways of thinking and living
(Calarco, p. 33). For Derrida, ‘calling’ can happen without a word being spoken
(Derrida 2002, p. 382) and it is this potential for a reciprocal gaze between different
beings that leads him to conclude that he is seen by the other. In this way the
subject/object dualism integral to the human/animal binary structure dissolves
(Derrida, p. 381).
Further to this, Derrida discusses the problem of ‘language’ and the animal’s perceived
incapacity for ‘language’ (at least in human terms). Derrida writes that the singular
term “the animal” utilized to represent a diversity of beings, is a term that ‘men have
given themselves the right and authority to give to the living other’ (p. 392) and has
become a way to ‘corral a large number of living beings within a single concept’
(Derrida 2002, p. 400). In doing so humans define what is ‘proper’ to the human in
opposition to a singular term that encapsulates a multitude of non-human ‘others’. As
Derrida argues, language may therefore be understood as a colonizing and oppressive
technology with the capacity to divest ‘others’ not only of their inherent individuality
but also of their sovereignty, turning them into ‘subjects’ or servants. Following
Walter Benjamin, Derrida suggests that power resides in the one doing the ‘naming’
and the one being named is invaded by a ‘sadness’ as there is always a ‘passivity in
being named’ (p. 389); and it is ‘inherently anthropomorphic’ (Gardner 2017, p. 13).
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Ethics of Care
The ‘ethic of care’ was introduced by Carol Gilligan in her essay ‘In a different Voice’
(1982) and was written in response to the dominant Kantian ethical theory, which
assumes that moral decisions are made on ‘abstract rules and universal principles’
rather than personal relationships (Donovan 2017 p. 1). For Gilligan, ethics was
perceived as a responsibility towards others, involving activities of ‘care’ in contrast
to the ‘masculine’ approach that perceives ‘morality as fairness’ based on ‘rights and
rules’ (Adams & Donovan 2002, p. 2). ‘Care’ as an idea or a practice, is not easy to
define and has many aspects to it. While there is no stable definition of ‘care’ it may
‘include everything that we do to maintain, continue and repair “our world” so that we
can live in it as well as possible’ (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017, p. 3). Theories of care
suggest ‘practice and value’ (Held 2006), combining affective labor or work with an
ethical imperative. Political scientist Joan Tronto defines four elements of care as
‘attentiveness, responsibility, competence, and responsiveness’ (2009, p. 127) and
argues that its value has been undermined by patriarchal ideology that reduces care to
‘women’s work’ (Tronto 1994, p. 3). Amanda Stuart Fisher, focusing on performance
and care, writes that ‘care’ is an embodied knowledge and a form of emotional labor
(2020, p. 3) that may be enacted in the social sphere or by performers in ‘socially
engaged performance projects’ (Fisher 2020, p. 4). She also makes the point that ‘care’
is not always a positive thing, but that it can be oppressive and manipulative if applied
non-critically (p. 4). In her essay ‘Beyond human to humane’ (2016) Kendra Coulter
views ‘care’ as a social justice and political issue that needs to be read through a
multispecies lens and involves undoing ‘normalized hegemonic processes and beliefs’
such as ‘industrialized agriculture’ (Coulter 2016, p. 211).

Puig de la Bellacasa perceives care through a subversive lens, seeking to disrupt
anthropocentric and anthropomorphic viewpoints; suggesting that ‘care’ be applied to
improving things for the ‘more than human world’ (2017). 16 In her cross-disciplinary
work in science/environmental humanities, Puig de la Bellacasa offers a succinct
three-way description of care, ‘ethics-work-affect’ and focuses her attention on the
bio-sphere and the bio-political, highlighting the interconnectedness of all things (p.

The phrase ‘more-than-human world’ is a phrase coined by ecologist and
philosopher David Abram in ‘Becoming Animal’ (2010)
16
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12). She challenges the privilege and exceptional status of the human, suggesting that
‘care’ has the potential to unsettle and disrupt established patterns of hierarchy and
that ‘caring for neglected things …’ fosters commitment ‘to thinking how things could
be different’ (p. 17). In other words, she speculates on a world where thinking with
‘care’ potentially ‘re-organizes human-nonhuman relations towards non-exploitative
forms of co-existence’ (p. 24).

The Feminist Care Tradition was extended to animals through a publication entitled
‘Beyond animal rights: a feminist caring ethic for the treatment of animals ‘(Adams &
Donovan 1996) and sought to move beyond the ‘concept of rights’ to a ‘concept of
care’ as the basis for animal ethics. This line of thought was expanded through a second
publication, ‘The feminist care tradition in animal ethics: a reader’ (Adams & Donovan
2002). Although ‘rights based’ discourse provides a platform from which to speak
about animal exploitation, from the feminist care perspective, this mechanist and
objective approach based on ‘abstract universalizable principles’ (Donovan 2016, p.
246) is also responsible for the violence perpetrated against animals for scientific
purposes during the Enlightenment, where the animal’s perceived lack of reason
reduced it to the status of a ‘soulless’ machine (Fudge 2002). In contrast, the Feminist
Care Tradition views animals as individuals with feelings, which they can
communicate in their own way and to whom humans have moral obligations. Whilst
the Feminist Care Tradition is an umbrella term for a more nuanced discussion on
animal ethics, there are core principles: animals should not be harmed or killed, unless
overriding good will result ‘for them’ or in self-defense; and humans are morally
obliged to care and speak for animals who cannot care for or speak for themselves,
based on the specific needs and interests of the animal in question — at least as well
as can be ascertained or imagined (Adams & Donovan 2007, pp. 1- 4). Furthermore,
the Feminist Care Tradition has a political agenda; it seeks to interrogate the political
and economic systems that cause animal suffering in the first place with a view to
working towards change (Ibid p. 3).
In her work ‘Aesthetics of care, on the literary treatment of animals’ (2017) Donovan
transposes the ideas of the Feminist Care Tradition onto the aesthetic dimension and
in a similar vein, seeks to displace and counter the Kantian model, that adopts a
‘dispassionate and calculative approach’ to the aesthetic object (p. 73). Donovan’s
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discussion at the intersection of aesthetics/ethics/animal challenges the autonomy of
the artist, arguing that working in this space, the artist forgoes their privileged
humancentric status. Instead, attention should be given to the relational — the threeway connection between artist, animal, viewer/reader. She argues that artists engaging
seriously with the animal subject, are obligated to engage with ‘care’; required to
exercise a conscious criticality to ensure that the animal subject is recognized as an
ethical subject and not simply utilized as an aesthetic object for effect (p. 38).
Furthermore, in recognition of its political foundations, Donavan’s ‘aesthetics of care’
posits that the human subject (artist) must attempt to ‘imagine’ reality from the
‘suppressed’ standpoint of the non-speaking animal rather than from the privileged
position of the ‘governing ideology’ that centralizes the human position (p. 97).
Drawing on the philosophy of Martin Buber (1923) she describes this in terms of the
‘I-thou’ relationship rather than the objective ‘I-it’, or ‘sado-dispassionate’
relationship of the Enlightenment (Donovan 2016, p. 73). In contrast an ‘aesthetics of
care’ is grounded in an affective relationship with the animal subject, emphasizing the
importance of sympathy, empathy and bearing wit(h)ness
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alongside the animal;

rather than one that is dominating, willful and disengaged (pp.17,109).

Creative Practice
The field of ‘interspecies performance’ continues to expand and artists working across
disciplines with critical intent continue to investigate new and ethical ways of
engaging with nonhuman animals through performance. One of the earliest works
engaging ethically with animals is the seminal work by American performer Rachel
Rosenthal’s ‘The Others’ (1984) in which the artist performed alongside ‘thirty-five
animals and their human companions’ (Tait 2020, p. 231). Rosenthal addressed the
audience performing a script ‘on behalf’ of the animals, using ‘a rich collage’ (Ibid, p.
231) of texts, philosophical, factual, banal and personal; she also sought to ‘shock’ the
audience by addressing ‘animal rights’ issues directly, featuring ‘disturbing images’
of animal abuse on farms in background projections (Orozco 2013, p. 44). At the same
time, the performance sought to demonstrate a more ‘ethical’ way of engaging with
animals in ‘art’, compared to their inexcusable ‘immoral use’ (Rosenthal 2007, p. 5).
The term ‘aesthetic wit(h)nessing’ was coined by Israeli/French artist and
psychoanalytical theorist, to describe ‘being with and remembering for the other
through the artistic act and aesthetic encounter’ (Pollock 2010, p. 831)
17
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In ‘The Others’, the nonhuman performers were free to come and go and be themselves
— within the constraints and parameters of the performance and the space.

American Linda Brant is a visual artist who examines how people honour and do not
honour deaths
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and questions the implications of our (human) values for the

nonhuman world. Her performance/photography project, ‘The Unmourned’ (2013)
finds a balance between aesthetic/animal/ethics. Visiting a farm in Georgia, USA she
came across remains of ‘livestock’ deposited on massive bone piles. She engaged in
a ritual process of gathering, cleaning and re-presenting the bones of ‘victims’ and
photographing and documenting the process. Through this encounter she sought to
investigate the question, ‘Is it possible to mourn the lives of unknown animals’?
reflecting upon ‘collective and ontological guilt’ (2017, p. 104). The artist’s ritualized
process, in which she takes the time to handle and clean each piece of bone as an act
of respect towards the deceased animal, reflects an affinity between the animal subject
and the artistic process. Brant writes, ‘my photographs function as artifacts of an ongoing psychological exploration’ (Ibid). Viewers of the photographic documentation
of the ritual and its accompanying text were invited to be secondary witnesses of an
intimate

process

of

‘bearing

witness’

to

‘Sheep Pig Goat’ (2017) by British company Fevered Sleep

animal
19

suffering.

is a research project

commissioned by Laura Cull, director of the Centre for Performance Philosophy at the
University of Surry, who observed and documented the process. The performance
brings together ‘dancers, singers, musicians, sheep, pigs, goats’ to explore
communication and empathy between species in an improvised performance. The
performers and animals gathered in a London warehouse that tried to be like a barn as
much as possible; the animals were transported with handlers who supervised all
aspects of the ‘animals’ participation’ attending specifically to animals’ welfare (Cull
p. 6). The project framed itself as a series of questions, including ‘How well do humans
see animals as they really are, not as we tell ourselves they are?’ (Ibid, p. 7). During
the process, the human performers pay careful attention to language, vocalizations,
attentiveness and the gaze of animals, which as co-director David Harradine suggests,
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requires them to ‘attend to animals as themselves’ rather than as mere objects for
‘human observation’ (Cull 2019, p. 5). Even so, as one of the improvisers/dancers
observes, the self-consciousness of being a performer (ego) was something that he had
to reflect on; realizing that he had to give up ideas about ‘performing for’ either the
animal or the audience (Ibid p. 8). Co-artistic Director Sam Butler also observes, that
‘very little happened’ but ‘a lot happened’; the performance became a site for
‘unlearning’ assumptions about nonhuman animals; and giving space and time for
animal and human to ‘co-create’ each other (Ibid, p. 8).
Research Gap
Chaudhuri observes the expansion of the interdisciplinary field of ‘animal studies’ and
the ‘animal turn’ (Chaudhuri 2014; Weil 2010) has led to an abundance of animal
centred performances; performances that have the capacity to change how ‘we think
about animals’ and ‘what it means to be human’ (Chaudhuri 2014, p.1). However, in
the anthology, Animal Acts: performing species today (2014), the works selected
include dogs, a cat, cockroaches, bees, horses, monkeys, apes, elephants and a unicorn.
The only work including so-called ‘farmed’ animals is Rachel Rosenthal’s rightsbased performance, The Others (1984). Yvette Watt’s conclusions drawn from her
artist’s survey in 2014 and discussed in her essay, ‘Down on the farm: why do artists
avoid ‘farm’ animals as subject matter? ‘ (2016), reveal reluctance on the part of artists
to engage with farmed’ animals. Most of the artists used ‘wild living’ animals or
‘native species’ to represent the ‘natural world’ whilst ‘farmed’ animals were
‘radically under-represented’ despite their ubiquity and intricate entwinement in
human lives (Watt 2016, p. 168).
‘my bovine heart’ seeks to engage with this gap. Situated between Animal Studies and
Critical Animal Studies, my research is informed by animal rights discourse and the
political imperatives of CAS, committed to responding to and doing something about
animal suffering. Furthermore, it is engaged in critically exploring the potential for
contemporary theatre and performance to become inclusive of the nonhuman animal
by attempting to dismantle the centrality of ‘the human’. In seeking to address the
commoditized animal through performance, I seek to investigate how performance
practice might offer a symbolic space, context or frame in which to re-imagine humananimal relations, by bringing animal trauma into human consciousness; by making the
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‘invisible’ visible; and by troubling the complacency with which the human/animal
binary remains unquestioned.

Chapter Outline
Chapter Two discusses Herbert’s experimental music performance One Pig. It poses
the question, ‘Does Herbert’s transformation of a pig’s life cycle into music constitute
care? This chapter argues that despite the visceral power of Herbert’s music to provoke
a response in the listener and to take them on a journey of understanding ‘where meat
comes from’, when viewed through Donovan’s ‘aesthetics of care’ lens, the work
becomes ethically problematic. Herbert achieves his aesthetic outcomes by recording
the sonic world of an actual pig from ‘birth to plate’ — including the pig’s butchery
and consumption. Ultimately, One Pig reiterates and buys into the power structure that
justifies the instrumentalism of nonhuman bodies.
Chapter Three discusses O'Reilly’s durational performance with the pig’s body
(carcass) inthewrongplaceness. It investigates if the artist’s touching and holding of
the dead pig constitutes ‘care’. The chapter draws on Puig de la Bellacasa’s discussion
on the duplicitous nature of ‘touch’. It also deploys the Deleuzio-Guattarian
philosophical concept ‘becoming animal’ (2004) to analyze the artist’s investigation
of ‘interspecies metamorphoses’. Whilst the artist’s proximity and intimate ‘dance’
with the carcass suggests closeness — physical, emotional as well as biological kinship
— this chapter argues that the artist’s decision to work off/on the animal’s dead body,
denies the animal its agency and its ‘grievability’. O'Reilly’s touch and holding of the
pig’s dead body ‘renders’ it into a prop — invested with meaning that has nothing to
do with the animal itself.

Chapter Four discusses the development and making of my solo performance, 'my
bovine heart'. It interrogates whether it is possible to speak for the commoditized
animal with ‘care’. Framed by Derrida’s passage on the (mis) use of ‘words’ and
language that ‘corrals’ the animal into a submissive form, this chapter argues that in
deploying postdramatic strategies as theorized by Lehmann, including the profusion
of signs, the interplay of competing dramaturgies, theatrical elements and media, it

32

may be possible to complicate and disturb how humans represent and think about
animals, particularly those that are classed as ‘meat’.

Chapter Five concludes this paper, reiterating that performance practices engaging
seriously with the animal with ‘care’ require a conscious effort on the part of the artist
to ensure that the animal does not become an aesthetic object. ‘Care’ in performance
may involve acting in ways that shift how performance is normatively made and
attempts to unravel the dominant anthropocentric perspective that imagines a one-way
process rather than a reciprocity or mutuality between different kinds of beings.
Making work with/for animals requires listening and hearing the animal’s ethical call
and responding with critical intent ensuring that artistic practice works with and
alongside the animal subject.
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Chapter Two
Matthew Herbert’s One Pig— a sonic biography from birth to plate
September begins with stabs of noise that could be from The Texas
Chainsaw Massacre score, and then shifts into a slowly molting rhythm,
punctuated by horrifying retches from the pig. As the track bounces along,
the animal wails become harsher, and Herbert pulls the growl in and out of
the mix…
Brandon Soderberg (2011) 20

Sitting in the recital hall, the lights go down; the musicians enter one at a time stepping out
of the darkness from the wings. The first to enter picks up a handful of straw from a hay
bale and rubs the straw with his hands, close to a microphone on a stand. A second
musician, then a third enters, each goes to the same microphone and adds a sound: heavy
breathing; an intake of breath. These sounds are amplified and looped; together they form
a sound bed. They create an atmosphere, an ambience. The musicians retreat into the
shadow, partially lit. They wait. The sound of rustling and breathing continues for several
minutes. I imagine we are in a barn. Simultaneously and at a measured pace we can make
out each musician putting on a white lab or chef’s coat. The lights come up slowly to reveal
the five musicians, at their instruments or equipment, in a semi-circle facing the audience.
This is where they will remain for most of the performance, sitting or standing. The staging
is simple. A keyboard, an acoustic drum, stands with other instruments, computers and
mixing desks, several microphones picking up the live sound and speaker boxes. Centre
stage is what looks like a pen with fencing wire, which I later discover is an invented
instrument, called a Styharp. It is inhabited by one of the musicians, who is its primary
manipulator. The floor in the pen is covered with straw. As the musician moves through the
straw, a microphone picks up the sound. Suddenly he pulls on one of the wires and the first
track begins. August – this is the birth of the piglet.

In the above text I describe the opening sequence of One Pig, an experimental music
performance created by British composer Matthew Herbert, which I attended at the
Melbourne Recital Centre in 2013. The work is an experimental music album forged from
20

For the full review go to <https://pitchfork.com/reviews/albums/15930-matthew-herbert-

one-pig/>
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field recordings of a pig’s sonic world, including its butchery and consumption. Herbert’s
political intentions in making the work are based on a frustration with and a desire to expose
the secrecies of ‘capitalism’; provoking his listeners or audience to pay attention to where
their food comes from, specifically in this case, where ‘meat comes from’. The chapter
poses the following question, ‘Does Herbert’s transformation of the pig’s life cycle into
music constitute an act of ‘care’? Whilst my experience of One Pig was disturbing at a
sonic level, it is impossible to disassociate or disentangle the ‘music’ from the artistic
process and the knowledge that the sounds, abstracted as they are in the most part, are made
from the killing, butchery and consumption of an actual animal. This chapter argues, rather
than giving the animal a ‘voice’ through music and honouring its life, Herbert confirms its
status as a commodity. By buying into the consumerist ideology, purchasing a pig and
appropriating it for his own experimentation, Herbert takes a ‘sado-dispassionate’ stance
with regard to the animal subject, a term Donovan deploys to describe the Kantian or
modernist notion of aesthetics (p. 73). Herbert claims that the animal ‘lived a happy
existence’ but that it was always going to be killed, perceiving his role as ‘simply’ bearing
witness to the reality of a pig’s life.
I attended the performance curious to discover how Herbert had ‘made music’ out of a pig’s
world and to use my experience of the work to think through my own performance research.
This analysis draws on my memories and reflections of the performance; video
documentation obtained from the artist which has allowed me to revisit and recall the
performance; publicly accessible online interviews with the artist discussing his practice and
process; reviews of the work; Herbert’s online video of ‘The story behind the work’ and the
transcript of Herbert’s dialogue with PETA. It is framed by the Donovan’s theory of
‘aesthetics of care’ (2016) and informed by the Feminist Care Tradition.

Herbert is a UK based composer/musician and producer working predominantly in the
field of electronic music and describes his practice as political rather than entertaining.
21

His intention is to create visceral sound experiences that provoke rather than subdue

his listeners, countering the notion that ‘everything is alright’. His process of field
recording aided by sampler technology, allows him to venture into spaces that might
21

For further information on his multifaceted practice, go to the following links:
https://www.residentadvisor.net/dj/matthewherbert/biography, or
http://britishmusiccollection.org.uk/composer/matthew-herbert
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otherwise be out of bounds; making audible what is often ignored, hidden or silenced. 22
Through his label ‘Accidental Records’ Herbert develops his more experimental and
adventurous works, turning ‘the world into music through sound’. 23 The album One
Pig (2012) is the last in a trilogy produced under this label; the first two are One One
(2010) which is based on recordings of his own internal body functions; and One Club
(2010) made out of the audience, architecture and fabric of a Frankfurt nightclub. Each
album is delivered through a stringent process and self-imposed rule that it can only
be generated from a single sound source that supports his claim that technology makes
it possible to make ‘music’ out of anything and everything.24
Figure 1 Herbert and Pigs, photo credit: Socrates Mitsios

T Jonze ‘Matthew Herbert: ‘I can make music out of a banana or David Cameron or
Belgium’, The Guardian, 21 August 2015, viewed 3 June, 2017
<https://www.theguardian.com/music/2015/aug/20/matthew-herbert-the-shakes-interview>
23
‘Herbert — The Story behind the Album’, Magnetic Magazine, 15 September 2015,
viewed 3 June, 2017 <https://www.magneticmag.com/2011/10/one-pig-by-matthew-herbertthe-story-behind-the-album/>
24
See Footnote 19
22

36

The ethical complexities of making of One Pig

The making of One Pig commenced in August 2009 when Herbert recorded the birth of
piglets on a farm in Kent. Herbert had pre-purchased one of the piglets from the farmer in
order to record sounds of its life and ‘umwelt’ 25 over six months including its slaughter,
butchery and consumption. However, as he says, he was unable to record the actual killing
of the pig because he was not given permission to enter the abattoir. This was disappointing
for him from an artistic point of view, given that the killing was an integral part of the story
he was seeking to tell. It was also indicative of the secrecy around the processes of food
production.

26

The recording process continued into the following year when Herbert

documented the cooking and eventual consumption of the pig in a local Kent restaurant
where it was served to ‘friends, colleagues and music journalists.

27

After collecting

thousands of samples/sounds, Herbert began the year or so long process in his studio,
transposing the samples into music and making the One Pig album, which was also
performed live and toured internationally.
In discussing (defending) the work in response to PETA representative Jobst Eggert’s
assertions that One Pig is disrespectful of the animal, 28 Herbert argues that his role is to
bear witness to the pig’s life and not to intervene. He conflates ‘care’ and ‘welfare’ arguing
that as the pig was always going to be killed for meat, at least it lived a comparatively
‘happy’ life on a family farm, a notion that from a pro animal perspective, simply ‘appeases
and deflects ethical concerns while facilitating the continued exploitation’ of the animal
(Cole 2010, p. 83). Furthermore, Herbert maintains that every part of the animal was
utilized either as meat or as a musical instrument — its skin was used for a drum, its hoofs
for a candelabra and its blood was used in the creation of sound. Eggert argues that this
This is a term used by biologist Jakob von Uexkull to describe the animal’s perceived
environment in ‘Foray into the worlds of animals and humans: with a theory of meaning’
(2010, p. 1).
26
Herbert was not given permission to record the actual killing and slaughter of the pig and
writes, ‘I was very disappointed not to witness and also have on record the complete cycle
including the death of the pig … I wanted to acknowledge the realities of what it is to eat
meat’. ‘Full Response to PETA’ (2010), viewed 18 June 2017,
<https://matthewherbert.com/full-response-to-peta/>
27
S Inglis, ‘Matthew Herbert: Sampling Pig Noises’, Sound on Sound, November 2011
viewed 16 May 2017 <https://www.soundonsound.com/people/matthew-herbert-samplingpig-noises>
28
Go to this link for the interview between Herbert and PETA
<https://matthewherbert.com/matthew-herbert-vs-peta/>
25
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exposes the underlying speciesism of the project; and asks Herbert whether the same process
would be acceptable if it involved a human being, which Herbert dismisses as a false
comparison, thereby unintentionally proving Eggert’s point.
Herbert maintains that he is giving the animal a ‘voice’ 29 by transforming its life cycle into
‘music’ and ‘remembering it through sound’ and that he was carefully preserving a memory
of ‘one otherwise anonymous pig … whose remains would have been thrown into landfill’.30
However, Herbert does not simply document the world as it is — he actively participates in
the process of exploitation and commodification. By purchasing a pig, he ensures that he
has unencumbered access to the animal throughout its life cycle. Herbert orchestrates and
curates the process in order to achieve his artistic goals. When framed in this way, Herbert’s
transformation of the pig’s sonic world into music, cannot be understood as an ‘aesthetic of
care’. As theorized by Donovan, ‘care’ involves engaging with the animal as an ‘ethical’
subject who has its own story and standpoint (2017, p. 95). In standing apart as an ‘observer’
and in buying into the system he also seeks to critique, Herbert may be perceived as
engaging in a ‘sado-dispassionate’ process, a term that Donovan deploys to describe a
rationalist and humanist approach to ‘art’ and the aesthetic, a distancing and ‘disinterested
framing’ of the subject as an art object (2017, p. 73). Despite Herbert’s political claims, he
does not question the fundamental privileged position of the human subject to ‘do what they
like’ with the animal if welfarist measures are in place (Taylor 2013, p. 100).

29
30

Ibid
Ibid
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Figure 2 Matthew Herbert, ‘One Pig’, view of the stage, photo credit: Chris Friel

The performance: Cooking ‘Pig’

The performance/recital of One Pig is a live presentation of the album enhanced by the
deployment of the ‘Styharp’ and the incorporation of a Chef on stage who prepares, cooks
and serves a pork dish to be eaten at the end of the show. The album is divided into nine
tracks each of which is four to seven minutes long corresponding to a month in the pig’s life
cycle; each month has a particular feel or energy depending on what is happening at the time
of the recording. The tracks are built on layers of sound, melodic motifs and beats derived
from the sound samples and they consist of the pig’s vocalizations as well as the unexpected
sounds that fill the pig’s acoustic world, inside and outside the barn. In discussing the
transformation from sound samples to music, Herbert points out how the field recordings
often elicit very little pitch and so ’you are left mostly with percussive sounds’ which tend
towards rhythmic organizations and the ‘dance world’.
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It is often the random or

unanticipated sounds, such as a cow lowing in the barn next door, a tractor taking off, the
video camera beeping, the wind, the humming of a fridge that suggest a melodic phrase or
base line that become integral to the tracks.
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https://www.soundonsound.com/people/matthew-herbert-sampling-pig-noises#para2

39

In the first half of the performance, which represents the pig’s life, the Styharp, the pen-like
enclosure, plays a central part in the visual and sonic experience. Positioned centre stage, it
is both part of the mise-en-scène and a huge harp-like instrument, strung with sensor wires
that trigger, control and effect sounds in real time when plucked, pulled, twisted.
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Inside

the enclosure the musician playing the harp moves around on the straw covered floor,
hopping in time to the music; waiting, listening, watching the other musicians before
suddenly lurching at and plucking a string, activating a new sound, often identifiable as a
pig. We watch the musicians participate in a strange mesmeric and seemingly involuntary
dance — bobbing, tapping, rocking, jumping and stepping in time to the music. Oliver Sacks
describes the power of music from a neurological perspective, writing that music acts on the
brains and bodies of listeners ‘becoming at times irresistible and perhaps even coercive’
(2006, p. 2528). This same kinaesthetic impulse affects the audience, and I too am aware
of my own constrained tapping and rocking. We move through the six months of the pig’s
life — from birth to slaughter — guided through the passage of time by the Styharp
musician, who changes his coat at the completion of each track, displaying the name of next
month on the back of the coat. By the time we reach the sixth month we know we have
arrived at the animal’s death. It is the month of January, and Herbert describes this track as
the pig’s solo, ‘the only time we hear the pig on its own’. 33

The light dims. The only light is on the Styharp. We are waiting again. We seem to be holding our
breath. There is no music to fill the space or the silence. The Styharpist is focused and still. He
carefully places his finger on a string and gently pushes. He is coaxing the sound out of the
instrument. We hear a grunt, the clear vocalization of the pig. After a few minutes, the other
musicians quietly join the Styharpist in the enclosure. They too begin to coax sounds out of the harp.
They contract and release the harp strings, working as a team. The five musicians contain their
movements; in their lab coats they look like clinicians or witnesses. They form a tableau as they
suspend their respective wires. They are figures at a deathbed, waiting. The lights over the Styharp
slowly take on a reddish hue. Over three minutes, the harp comes to silence; the grunting ceases,
the white lab coats are soaked in red light and we understand that the pig is dead.

After the pig’s ‘death’, all five musicians exit the enclosure and the Styharp goes to black;
the attention shifts to the stage space directly behind it, where the Chef appears in a
To read more about the Styharp go to Yann Seznic’s website
<http://www.yannseznec.com/works/one-pig-live/>
33
https://www.soundonsound.com/people/matthew-herbert-sampling-pig-noises
32
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makeshift kitchen. A musician comes forward to the microphone downstage and begins to
saw a bone; this sound is recorded and looped, becoming part of the sound bed. The next
twenty minutes is frantic with mechanized and repetitive sounds of chopping and sawing,
knives sharpening, thumps and bashes, blood dripping into a bucket (which is revealed
through the ‘making of’ video) 34 as the butchery takes place. The Chef’s workspace is
amplified as he prepares his dish, which he serves at the end of the performance at an
adjacent dining table. He gathers and mixes ingredients, slices and cuts, and eventually
begins to fry the meat. The sizzling sound becomes part of the soundscape and the cooking
smells infiltrate the auditorium.

The butchery scene segues into the next track, the restaurant scene, which features a terrible
saxophonic riff that begins to dominate the sound space. I later read that the instrument that
creates this sound is the ‘Organis Draculatus’ designed by inventor Henry Dagg. This
instrument resembles an organ made out of test tubes and pumps attached to a keyboard;
when filled with the pig’s blood and plunged, the tubes produce ‘alarmingly lifelike
squealing noises’. 35 Eventually the more sublimated sounds of clinking and chatter of
patrons in the restaurant begin to merge with the on stage sizzling; the focus shifts to the
chewing, licking and crunching sounds of the dinner guests. The performance comes to an
end as the layers of sound are each taken out and we are left with silence; only the whirring
of a fan and incidental onstage sounds are audible as the musicians gather at the dining table.
With all in attendance, Herbert quietly sings a simple lament and song of thanks to the pig
who has ‘occupied our thoughts’ during the hour.

Sonic experience versus ethical responsibility

In the aesthetic space, in the recital hall, animal slaughter is commodified and consumed as
art; the meaty smells are refined by the Chef’s recipe. The sight of the musicians at their

34

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GddErv81vOY
The Organis Draculatus is a unique musical instrument built by musician and inventor
Henry Dagg. Filled with pig's blood, the tubes produce alarmingly lifelike squealing noises
when 'plunged'. The instrument was commissioned in part because Herbert couldn't find
a slaughterhouse that would allow him to record the actual killing of the pig.
https://www.soundonsound.com/people/matthew-herbert-sampling-pig-noises
35
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tables and instruments rocking or hopping in time to the beat of the music is disconcerting.
There is a disjuncture between what I know the work to be about and what I am seeing. It
becomes difficult to reconcile the technicity of the performance with the body of the animal
and the brutality of slaughter. At the same time, the power of the music, mediated by stateof-the-art technology, is undeniable and it gets into my body. We (the audience) come to
understand the intensity of the pig’s life cycle and its transformation into meat through our
senses, through our own bodies where ‘sense topples over into the senses’ (Kristeva 1982,
p. 140). We surrender our familiar sense-making faculties and embrace the
incomprehensible. Herbert — playing shaman — offers a terrible clarity through chaos,
momentarily dissolving the human/animal binary as we find ourselves on a continuum with
the ‘animal’. At times we ‘become pig’, experiencing the acoustic world, its ‘umwelt’, its
perspective, not knowing what we are hearing but somehow inside the sound (ParkerStarbuck 2013, p. 108). Once the cooking smells permeate the space, the human/animal
binary restores itself; we are reminded of our differences — pig as meat, pig as artifact;
human as consumer.

Despite the power of One Pig it is impossible to disentangle the music and sonic experience
of the performance from the ‘rendering’ process that has created it. The audience is shielded
from the ‘real’ thing but the fact that the work is made on an animal’s death and butchery
begs the question, ‘How is this even possible?’ Herbert’s aim with his music is to provoke
his audience to engage with the world through sound and he claims that at some point you
‘must feel it viscerally otherwise you are closed to horrors … and closed to possibilities of
action’ (Parker-Starbuck 2013, p. 105). Yet, ironically, he seems to place himself outside of
his own stipulation. Rather than being impelled by the ‘horrors’ of animal slaughter to act,
he stands apart and does not intervene. He does not intervene at any point during the pig’s
life cycle; nor does he intervene at the philosophical or ethical level, interrogating the
anthropocentric presumptions that underpin ‘meat culture’ and the brutality inscribed on the
industrialized body. He does not question his own power and privilege and the pig itself is
appropriated and subsumed by Herbert’s humancentric political agenda; the animal’s own
standpoint is ignored.
In his interview with ‘Sound on Sound’ (SOS) in 2011, Herbert discusses his artistic
process, responding to the question, ‘Why make music out of a pig?’ in the following way.
‘[W]hy … make a record with a guitar. There's been millions and millions of records made

42

out of guitars, and not so many made out of pigs’. 36 While this is a clever retort, it also
equates a living animal with an inanimate object, restating Herbert’s claim, that it is possible
to make music out of ‘anything’. While Herbert does not take responsibility for the killing
of the pig that he has purchased for his project, he does acknowledge his ‘abstract
responsibility’ towards ‘the source recording’ and to making sure that the ‘provenance’ is
clear, that the story carries through and that the original atmosphere remains intact.
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In

this interview with ‘Sound on Sound’ at any rate, Herbert’s pig is a valuable resource; but
its emotional, social and affective qualities are superseded by its aesthetic potential.
Donovan argues that artists who depict scenes of violence — for example, the mutilation of
animal bodies in laboratories — display a ‘sado-dispassionate’ attitude to their subjects.
According to Donovan, artists who ‘stage a torture scene’ or witness one and do nothing to
stop it, are ethically liable (2016 p. 38). In a world, where the dominant practice of ‘meat’
eating is normalized and its ‘violence’ is ignored, denied or invisible, Donovan’s scenario
may not seem to be applicable. However, when regarded from the ‘animal’s standpoint’ and
taken from an ‘ethics of care’ perspective, this depiction rings true. Eggert 38 too makes the
point in his dialogue with Herbert, writing ‘obviously, you don’t see your responsibility for
the life of the pig that you slaughtered, cut apart and used for your album’. 39 In response
Herbert writes,

instead of it happening behind closed doors and the body been tossed in the back
of trucks, it was, and will forever continue to be, visible at all times. I think
there’s something uncomfortable, yes, dark yes, but also quite magical to take
blood that would have just been poured down the drain and making it ‘sing’.

This response by Herbert points to the artist’s self-perception (or self-deception) that the
artistic process is somehow beyond ethical critique. Donovan describes this as the ‘Kantian
privileging sanctification of the artist’ (p. 38) who rejects the ethical status of the subject
matter, which in the case of One Pig should be evident, given that the animal’s sentience
and capacity for suffering cannot be ignored.
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https://www.soundonsound.com/people/matthew-herbert-sampling-pig-noises
Ibid
38 <https://matthewherbert.com/matthew-herbert-vs-peta/>
39 Ibid
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Herbert’s transformation of the pig into music provides an opportunity for an audience to
come to a palpable understanding that animals whose bodies are typically rendered into
meat are also living beings who experience the world in their own way. The work however
cannot be regarded as an ‘act of care’, particularly in the light of Herbert’s own buy-in into
consumerist ideology. Nor does Herbert make any claims to this effect. However, what
Herbert’s work does demonstrate is the deeply embedded speciesism that allows him to
assert, that he ‘has given the animal a voice’ and Eggert to conclude that Herbert
‘disrespectfully used an animal’ and was ‘not even aware of the disrespect’. 40 Based on my
experience of One Pig it is evident that through his sonic rendering of the pig’s life cycle,
Herbert creates a disturbing and challenging work that demands that we listen to an animal
that is normatively unheard; and potentially to hear its ethical call. However, this chapter
argues, the rendering of the pig into music becomes a violent process and ‘music’ becomes
‘part of the mechanism of domination to forbid recognition of the suffering it produces’
(Adorno in Donovan, p. 39). In other words, Herbert disguises his own ‘violence’ by
framing it as an aesthetic product, as music. Whilst Herbert argues that he spent hundreds
of hours on the farm collecting sound samples, his relationship to the animal is mediated via
technology. Furthermore, Herbert claims that as he did not feed or care for the pig, or kill
the pig, but that he simply ‘took delivery’ of the body once the pig was dead; that he was
not responsible for its death. 41 In maintaining his emotional distance from the animal,
deflecting responsibility, Herbert maintains the human/animal and subject/object split,
which enables the power dynamic to persist.
Donovan borrows the term ‘aesthetic wit(h)nessing’ from Israeli/French artist Bracha
Ettinger, to refer to an artist’s obligation to not only ‘bear witness’ to animal suffering and
trauma (in Donovan 2016, p. 41), but to do so alongside or with the ‘other’, with empathy
and a connectedness that comes from a sense of responsibility rather than a compulsion to
‘appropriate’ trauma by aestheticizing it. In other words, an aesthetic of care, seeks to
engage empathetically with the animal and challenge the fixed antithesis of subject and
object (2016, p. 74) moving beyond a detached witnessing. From the outset, Herbert’s
relationship with the pig is transactional and although he argues that his intention is to
document an individual pig’s life cycle, the pig is ‘already meat’ even before being born
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Ibid
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(Cudworth 2011, p. 123). As an industrialized body, its ‘life cycle’ is predetermined at 20
or 25 weeks compared to 15 -20 years. Herbert makes clear that he spent hundreds of hours
at the farm, even prior to the pig’s birth, which he was there to witness. However, he does
not recognize the pig’s subjectivity or rights as a subject of a life, or if he does, it is
superseded by his artistic practice. In turning the pig into ‘music’ he continues the process
of subjection and violence. From the audience’s perspective, One Pig is a potentially
profound experience, in which audience members might come to ‘know’ the pig and the
‘horrors’ of the rendering process through their own bodies and senses. However, Herbert
does not give a ‘voice’, in the ethico-political sense, to the animal or attempt to ‘speak from’
the animal’s standpoint. Instead, he transforms a pig’s sonic world or ‘life cycle from birth
to plate’ into ‘music’ which whilst evocative, is not equivalent to documenting a pig’s life.
From the perspective of the animal subject, Herbert’s position excludes the possibility for
re-imagining the human/animal relationship that does not require from the animal, its
sacrifice.

Conclusion
This chapter has sought to explore whether Herbert’s ‘musicalization’ of the pig’s body in
One Pig might be understood as an act of care. Whilst Herbert’s project may be motivated
by his political concerns regarding the excesses of consumption and secrecies around meat
production that distances us (humans) from our food, it does not seek to interrogate these
concerns from the standpoint of the animals exploited and killed and rendered into ‘meat’.
Despite Herbert’s claims of giving the pig ‘a voice’ and making it memorable through the
musicalization of its life, his own determination to ‘not’ take responsibility or intervene on
the pig’s behalf suggests a ‘sado-dispassionate’ aesthetic and disinterest in the reality of the
pig’s life. His aesthetic imperative and commitment to his creative process, appears to take
precedence. In the next chapter, I continue to investigate the question of ethical
responsibility and care towards the animal subject, through a discussion on Irish
performance artist, Kira O'Reilly’s corporeal performance with the dead body of a pig. In
contrast to Herbert, O’Reilly’s engagement is direct and immersive; an intense physical
involvement with the animal body that suggests a level of ‘care’ and ‘intimacy’ that is absent
from Herbert’s mediated and detached relationship and role as ‘observer’.
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Chapter Three
Kira O’Reilly’s inthewrongplaceness – a dance macabre with a pig’s body
The work left me with an undercurrent of pigginess, unexpected fantasies
of mergence and interspecies metamorphoses began to flicker in my
consciousness (O’Reilly, 2006)42
The quotation above refers to Irish performance artist, Kira O'Reilly’s response to her
bio-lab residency with SymbioticA in 2003-2004, when she was harvesting biopsies
from freshly killed pigs to practice her tissue culturing technique in preparation for
working with her own skin. The same words were later used to promote her
performance, inthewrongplaceness, a durational corporeal ‘dance’ with a pig’s
‘carcass’. In this performance, O'Reilly interrogates the paradoxical relationship
between ‘power’ and ‘care’ that emerged in the bio-lab, particularly with respect to
pigs whose bodies were utilized as stand ins for human bodies in medical and biotechnological research. This chapter poses the question, ‘Is the artist’s ‘touch’ of the
pig body an act of care’? It contends that despite the seeming tenderness of the
performance, the notion of ‘care’ is slippery and the artist’s ‘touching’ may be
perceived as an ambivalent act, ‘caring’ and ‘coercive’. Despite the seeming
transformative potential (metaphorically speaking) of O'Reilly’s ‘dance’, the
performance is contingent on the pig’s commodity status. O'Reilly is able to purchase
a pig’s body (carcass) for her performance, (ironically) in order to interrogate the
anthropocentric power structure that reduce animal bodies to ‘things’ for human
benefit. This chapter draws on Maria Puig de la Bellacasa’s discussion on ‘touch’
(2017) and on the Deleuzio-Guattarian concept of ‘becoming’ (2004) to investigate
the paradox and ethical complexities of O'Reilly’s performance and her exploration of
‘interspecies metamorphoses’.
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Taken from Newlyn Gallery Penzance website and reproduced in Banderas News,
Feb 11, 2006

46

Figure 3 Kira O'Reilly, 'inthewrongplaceness' (2008), Ex Teresa Arte Actual, Mexico
Photo: Antontio Juárez

As I did not attend a performance of inthewrongplaceness, this analysis draws on
secondary sources — including interviews and commentary from O’Reilly herself in
‘Kira O’Reilly: untitled bodies’ (2018); a lengthy interview with the artist duo
Snaebjornsdottir/Wilson in Antennae Journal (2009); her personal writings and
reflections ‘Marsyas — beside myself’ (2008); and her web-interview ‘Pig-Tales’
(n.d.); 43 firsthand accounts of the performance by Helen Cole and Tracey Warr; 44
Burcu Baykan’s conference paper ‘Becoming-Pig: humanimal proximities and
zonesof transit in Kira O’Reilly’s ‘inthewrongplaceness’ (2015). 45 It is informed by
This interview with O’Reilly was broadcast live via bambuser at
<embed.bambuser.com/broadcast/2475262>; the date of broadcast was not noted and
the site has since been taken down.
44
Tracey Warr is a fiction and non fiction writer, academic with an interest in the rethinking the Anthropocene, Nature and Interspecies (see ‘Kira O’Reilly: untitled
bodies’ 2018, p.309)
45 Burcu Baykan presented the paper at the International Conference on Deleuze and
Artistic Research (DARE 2015), at Orpheus Institute, Ghent, Belgium
43
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critical writing engaging with O'Reilly’s performances, including texts by Rosemary
Deller (2016); Jennifer Parker-Starbuck (2008, 2015); Lourdes Orozco (2013); Gianna
Bouchard (2012) and Patrick Duggan (2011). It also references Kari Weil’s essay on
the ‘animal turn’ (2010). No video footage of the performance was taken as it was
considered to be a private ten-minute encounter between the artist and individual
audience members and therefore draws on post-performance photographic
documentation as visual data. 46 While the secondhand experience of the work does
not replicate a firsthand encounter, this analysis takes Amelia Jones’ view that while
viewing a photograph is different from watching an artist perform, ‘neither has a
privileged relationship to the historical ‘truth of the performance’ (Jones 1997, p. 11).
Ethical complexity in O'Reilly’s practice and making of inthewrongplaceness
Kira O’Reilly is an artist who has been working in a range of contexts for over twenty
years in the UK and internationally and whose commitment ‘to creativity and
experimentation … has made her one of the most important artists working with the
body … today’ (Curtis 2018, p. 25). She began her feminist art practice in the 1990’s
moving between fine art and time-based performance (O'Brien 2014, p. 85). On her
website she describes her practice as ‘both willfully interdisciplinary and entirely
undisciplined’ and ‘employs performance, biotechnical practices and writing to
consider speculative reconfigurations around ‘the body’ 47 (Curtis 2018, p. 14). Much
of her early work referenced medical practices and interventions into the body
informed by the notions of ‘hysteria’ ascribed to the feminine including Bad
Humours/Affected (1998), Succor (2001), Syncope (2003). O'Reilly’s interest in bioart began with her 2003-2004 residency at SymbioticA, an arts and science research
centre at the University of Western Australia that emerged out of the ‘Tissue Culture
and Art’ project established by Oron Catts and Ionat Zurr in 1996. This was ‘the first
research laboratory of its kind enabling artists to engage in ‘wet’ biology with access
to scientific laboratories and staff in a university biological science department’.
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http://www.kiraoreilly.com/statement
According to its website, http://www.symbiotica.uwa.edu.au/ “SymbioticA was an
evolving place of artistic investigation, an artistic laboratory dedicated to the
research, learning and critique of the life sciences” and “fosters interdisciplinary
48
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O’Reilly’s intention was to take biopsies of her own skin cells to grow two
dimensional patterns to create a lace-like fabric suggestive of the domestic, personal
and feminine (O’Reilly 2008, p. 97). As part of tissue culture practice, she was
required to rehearse the process of taking biopsies from recently killed pigs, kept on
site at the facility and ‘sacrificed’ for medical research (Snaebjornsdottir/Wilson 2009,
p. 410). In the end, the project was not realized because O'Reilly could not obtain a
viable biopsy of her own skin to work with; however, her experience of the bio-lab left
her with unresolved questions which were subsequently interrogated at the corporeal
level in inthewrongplaceness.

In her interview with Snaebjornsdottir/Wilson (2009), O'Reilly reveals how
inthewrongplaceness was ‘born of a most awful feeling of failure and traumatic
transgressions’ (p. 46). The proximity between pig and human cells made the pigs a
suitable surrogate for the human; close enough to be a stand in for the human, but also
legally killable. O'Reilly claims her bio-art project both inspired her with the ‘wonder’
of science to sustain life but also left her with ethico-political questions about ‘power’
and ‘care’ with respect to human and animal relations as played out in the science
laboratory (Ibid, p. 41). In the interview she discusses the ‘obvious care involved in
their [the pigs’] well-being as well as the complexity of the issue of animal
experimentation’ (Ibid, p. 40); she also comments on the care needed to sustain and
keep tissue culture alive (Ibid, p. 47). Despite the supposed objectivity of the scientific
framework, O’Reilly finds herself identifying with the pigs and the pig cells,
perceiving them as ‘dummy, stand in, double, twin, other self, doll, imaginary self
…‘(Snaebjornsdottir/Wilson, p. 41).

The intensity of O'Reilly’s experience at

SymbioticA was carried over in inthewrongplaceness, commissioned by HOME,
London in 2005, for its Interspecies Festival and was subsequently performed nine
times in the UK and abroad between 2005 and 2009.
In inthewrongplaceness O'Reilly engages in a ‘slow crushing dance’ 49 with the pig’s
body (carcass) shifting between movement and stillness. The following description

research and other knowledge and concept-generating activities and in doing so, has
developed a new means of artistic inquiry”. Viewed 21/04/2018.
49 Taken from Newlyn Gallery Penzance website and reproduced in Banderas News,
Feb 11, 2006
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and firsthand account of the performance is given by Helen Cole 50 (2010, p. 87) and
provides an insight into the disturbing evocations of the performance,

Dimly lit, with dark red carpeted floor and cheap fake-wood paneling, the
club had the aura of a seedy Soho brothel or sex-cinema … Kira O’Reilly,
who was naked, was lying on the carpet with a recently slaughtered pig.
There was a faint smell of blood, and no sound except that of traffic, and of
Friday night-pub goers who would not have been aware of her presence in
the room only a few yards away from them.
Kira’s limbs were entwined with the ‘dead pig’s’, and because their skin
colour was so close it wasn’t immediately obvious which ones were hers.
She moved slowly across the floor like a dancer leading a slightly smaller,
more passive partner, rolling slowly over, occasionally heaving the heavy
carcass up in order to move it.

inthewrongplaceness is a four-to-six-hour durational performance segmented into tenminute slots for one audience member at a time. Before entering the space, they are
given written instructions to put on latex gloves and to spray them with ethanol; once
in the space, they may stand where they like and are invited to touch either of the
bodies but are not required to do anything they do not wish to do
(Snaebjornsdottir/Wilson, p. 44). The usage of gloves, which refers back to the biolab, is a reminder of the investigative and objective nature of this staged encounter,
despite the seeming ‘intimacy’ — heightened by the artist’s nakedness and
vulnerability — of the triadic relationship. Each participant enters the space in which
the performance is already in progress. O'Reilly does not meet the audience gaze, does
not speak or respond, but as per her written instruction, invites a tactile encounter. She
leaves it up to the audience to take responsibility for their experience and participation
in the work. Her discussion with Snaebjornsdottir/Wilson suggests the underlying
ethicality of the work that encourages the audience to ask, ‘Where do we stand?’ in
relation to the performance (p. 47). While she does not expand on this, her usage of
50

Helen Cole is a British artist and artistic directore; Ceo and Founding Director of
In Between Bristol International Festival
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the first-person plural, suggests a collective responsibility for the choices that are made
in relation to human-animal interactions. The ethical basis of the performance is also
articulated in O'Reilly’s response to the ‘media storm’ generated by the performance.
As Cole writes (2010, p. 87), ‘no real attempt was made to engage with the content of
the work …’ which was portrayed ‘as smutty, a waste of taxpayer’s money and a
violation of animal rights’. In her response to these criticisms, O'Reilly argues that the
‘misrepresentation’ of the performance made it impossible to engage in ‘meaningful
public discussion on ethics, care and relation’, thereby affirming the underlying ethicopolitical concern of the work (Snaebjornsdottir/Wilson, p. 41). O'Reilly’s own
instrumentalism of the pig’ body (carcass) in the performance, demonstrates the
contradictory nature of the work.

A non Deleuzio-Guattarian model of interspecies metamorphosis
The philosophical concept of ‘becoming’ as conceived by Deleuze and Guattari (2004)
may be viewed as a contemporary re-thinking and articulation of ‘metamorphosis’ or
the perceived fluidity of identity and categories in classical antiquity, where deities
had the power to shape-shift and to transform humans into animals or inanimate things
(Thüminger 2014, pp. 603-614). During the Enlightenment, dominant western
thinking sought to fix identity and categories, to delineate a distinct boundary based
on species, with humans on one side as the ‘center, agent and pinnacle of history and
existence’ (Weitzendfeld & Joy 2014, p. 4) and all ‘other’ animals on the other.
Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of ‘becoming animal’ seeks to decentre the human as
transcendent autonomous subject and to dismantle the primacy of the anthropocentric
structure (Cull p. 105). The notion of ‘becoming’ recalibrates life as a continuum,
where differences between bodies are not binary or oppositional but a question of
degree rather than kind (Gardner & MacCormack 2017, p. 13; Bednarek 2017, p. 89).
From this perspective bodies are not ‘fixed’ identities but a combination of dynamic
‘molecular forces’ that might collide or meet in ‘zones of proximity’ or that might
discover ‘affective common ground’ (Beaulieu 2011, p. 84; Cull, p. 111). Bodies might
merge temporarily through the interplay of differing speeds, intensities and affects,
becoming ‘something else’, new ‘emerging life forms’ (Deller 2017, p. 79).
Fundamental to the notion of ‘becoming’, then, is the potential for reciprocity and
mutuality between dynamic bodies or bodies in motion. This relationality is evidenced
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in performances between humans and animals working together in agility sports, for
example, as discussed by Donna Haraway in relation to her interactions with her dog,
Cayenne (Haraway 2007, p. 16); or the work of Theatre Zingaro where there is a
‘mutual respect between horses and humans’ (Parker-Starbuck 2006, p. 662). In these
instances there is a ‘becoming with’, a shared process between human and nonhuman
subjects (Haraway, p. 17). In contrast, O'Reilly’s performance with the pig’s body and
fantasies of ‘interspecies metamorphosis’ is one-sided and based on a different kind of
‘becoming’.

Over four to six hours O'Reilly moves and pauses with the 45kg dead body of a female
pig in a ‘dance macabre’ (Deller 2016, p. 71); she constantly shape-shifts, into
different configurations of a hybrid ‘pig-woman’. O'Reilly’s nakedness and proximity
to the pig’s body reveals the similarity of skin ‘colour, texture, suppleness, folds and
creases’ (Bouchard p. 102) making it difficult to discern where one body begins and
ends (Deller, p. 75). However, in ‘dancing’ with a dead body (carcass), the possibilities
for mutual transformation or reciprocity as envisaged by Deleuze and Guattari is not
possible. The evocation of a ‘dance’ between bodies is a misnomer or the ‘wrong’
metaphor, given the impossibility of an ‘exchange that depends on the closeness of
two bodies willing to engage with one-another ... ‘(Manning 2006, p. 29). Rosemary
Deller offers another metaphor, suggesting that O'Reilly’s performance could be
viewed as ‘puppeteering’, as ‘purely a spectacle’ in which the pig is implicated in a
‘non-reciprocal dance that only mimics mutual liveliness’ (2016, pp. 76-77).
Nevertheless, at the visual level, the commonality between the bodies through skinon-skin contact, suggests kinship, affinity and a leveling of species difference. As the
bodies touch and become entangled, they appear to take on the characteristics of the
other, as meaty smells, blood, flakes of skin and human sweat mix (Cole 2010, p. 87).
Furthermore, at the metaphoric level, it is possible to perceive the transformative
potential of the encounter whereby the pig’s body (carcass) becomes an object of grief.
In O'Reilly’s embrace, the carcass potentially ‘becomes’ a ‘corpse’, evoking feelings
of sorrow and grief. Rosemary Deller 51 writes, ‘the cradling of the sow, surrounded
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52

by funereal lilies, jarred embryos and stuffed animals, suggests an overwhelming tone
of mourning’ (2017, p. 73). Jennifer Parker-Starbuck 52 comments, ‘the piece evokes
contemplation … ritualistic symbolism of mourning and death … O'Reilly and the pig
appear tender, loving and sad’ (2008 p. 143). O'Reilly’s touch makes it possible for
others to see the pig as a ‘subject-of-a-life’ (Regan 1983) and to recognize its death.
In the encounter with O'Reilly the ‘absent referent’ (Adam 2016, p. 39) or ‘de-realized’
animal becomes ‘visible’ (Taylor 2003 p. 63); the violence inscribed on the body is
recognized as violence. O'Reilly effectively ‘transforms’ perceptions, if only
temporarily, within the intimate and strange (uncanny) confines of the performance.

The unavoidable ambivalence of touch
In her chapter on ‘touching visions’ (2017) in relation to ‘care’ theory, Puig de la
Bellacasa discusses the ‘unavoidable ambivalence’ of touch (p. 100). In a similar vein
to Deleuze and Guattari, she writes that the power of ‘touch’ resides in mutuality, in
‘deep awareness’ that allows for a ‘co-transformative’ relationship between ‘toucher’
(carer) and ‘touched’ (cared for) (p. 97). Drawing on Maurice Merleau Ponty’s
phenomenology of the body (1968), she points to the unique insight that touch can
bring through the notion of “reversibility” or an affective circularity where a body is
simultaneously subject and object (p. 99). Puig de la Bellacasa maintains that ‘touch’s’
reciprocal nature places it at the ‘heart’ of ‘care’ (2017, p. 96). O'Reilly too stresses
the importance of ‘touch’ for the audience who are invited to engage in ‘… a sensuous
feedback of flesh, albeit through the latex gloves … of temperature, weight and
texture’ (Snaebjornsdottir/Wilson p. 40). However, as Puig de la Bellacasa also points
out, ‘touch opens one to hurt’ and to the ‘potential’ violence of physical contact (Puig
de la Bellacasa, p. 99). Through her exploration of ‘pigginess’ and her ‘ferocious
identification’ with the pig (Snaebjornsdottir/Wilson, p. 41), O'Reilly compromises
her own ‘subject-hood’. Through her withdrawal of visual or verbal contact with the
audience and absorption in the carcass, ‘to an extent that the viewer who was only 3
or 4 feet away from her did not feel threatened’ (Cole 2010, p. 87), O'Reilly ruptures
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perceptions of the subject/object barrier as the quotation below reveals,
I didn’t see his face. He put gloves on and proceeded to touch, to feel
out, was I flesh, meat, body, lover carcass, piece of meat, who knows
and what was she? He stayed off erogenous zone, just about. Latexed
and ethanoled hands opened her between my legs with expert
determination, touch and gaze merged in squeeze, caress, stroke and
pulling of both of us. (O'Reilly 2008, p.101)
Despite this invasive intervention from an audience member, O'Reilly emphasizes the
potential for ‘tender and soft actions’ or ‘care and caring’ (Snaebjornsdottir/Wilson, p.
44) between herself and the individual entering the work. This ‘softer’ response is cited
in O'Reilly’s reflective writing, ‘I hear someone burst into tears softly as they leave
the room’ (2008, p.101). The slipperiness of ‘touch’, like the slipperiness of care,
complicates understandings of O'Reilly’s performance and her attempts to blur the
boundary between self and other, woman and pig, subject and object.

In performing with a dead body (carcass), there is no possibility of a mutual and
reciprocal encounter between two dynamic bodies, dancing together, creating
something new. As a dead body, the pig cannot respond — resist, surprise or warn —
as a living pig might. In its inanimate and compliant form, it is at risk of becoming
what the human agent (artist, audient, viewer) desires. Consequently, O'Reilly
performs her ‘dance macabre’ and sets up the photo shoot unhindered by a potentially
disruptive or uncompliant ‘other’ body. She does not negotiate the risks of a live
encounter with an animal that might put her in danger or interfere with her artistic
vision.
Despite the importance of ‘touch’ in inthewrongplaceness, the scopic or visual is also
critical to the audience’s interpretation. Deller and Parker-Starbuck’s understanding
(referenced above) is based on looking at photographs rather than in participating in
the performance. Commenting that ‘O'Reilly and the pig appear tender, loving and
sad’ (2008, p. 143), Parker-Starbuck veers towards the anthropomorphic, projecting
human qualities onto both of the bodies. Kari Weil, drawing on the work of Lorraine
Datson and Gregg Mitman in Thinking with animals (2005) argues that ‘for animal
individuality or subjectivity’ to be imagined, an animal must be ‘singled out as a
promising prospect for anthropomorphism’ (2010, p. 15). As O'Reilly’s

54

choreographed encounter reveals, the pig’s body (carcass) may be perceived as a
‘promising prospect’. In acknowledging the pain and sadness of the image, the viewer
recognizes the ‘carcass’ as corpse. Weil suggests, however, that ‘the urge to
anthropomorphize the experience of another … risks becoming a form of narcissistic
projection that erases boundaries of difference’ (Ibid). To simply ‘blur’ the
human/animal binary is reductive if the animal is integrated into and subsumed by
human narratives. Helen Cole reveals her inclination to read something more (or less)
into the pig’s body,
Because Kira’s relationship with the pig was so intimate, it seemed to be a
symbol or substitute for a dead human being. The piece therefore became a
very strong and haunting statement about mortality, and for the duration of
the performance Kira seemed to be bravely confronting and indeed
embracing her own death (Cole 2009, p. 91).
O'Reilly’s dance with the pig’s body (carcass) may be viewed as transformative but it
also becomes a sign. Cole’s response demonstrates how the pig’s body (carcass)
becomes more and less that what it is (Ridout 2004, p. 60), representing the
personification of death (Deller 2016, p. 71). A second account of the performance
given by writer Tracey Warr 53 reveals the ease with which the O'Reilly’s holding of
the pig’s body (carcass) may be interpreted as ‘something else’ and become part of a
particular cultural narrative or doctrine. Warr makes the observation that O’Reilly
‘appears as Madonna holding her dead son on her lap in the pieta position, the room
becomes a shrine for the sacrosanctity of life’ (2018, p. 38). 54 This observation places
a halo around O'Reilly and ignores the gender of the pig.

Conclusion
In this chapter I have sought to interrogate O'Reilly’s performance with the pig’s body
(carcass) by posing the question, ‘Is the artist’s ‘touch’ of the animal body an act of
care?’ It has sought to demonstrate the complexities — ethical or otherwise — of
attempting to work or labor with the animal subject, which requires an interrogation of
53
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human-animal relations, given human beings’ apparent ‘mastery’ over the nonhuman
world (Donovan 2016, p. 50). Despite O'Reilly’s seeming reaching towards the animal
subject through her performance with the pig’s body, transforming the pig (temporarily)
into a ‘grievable’ body, this is a spurious notion and ‘anthropocentric gesture’ (ParkerStarbuck 2015, p. 16). From the audience or viewer perspective, the human ‘embrace’
of the pig’s body (carcass) potentially re-imagines the pig as a ‘subject-of-a-life’
(Regan) and subject of death. However, the switching from ‘ungrievable’ carcass to
‘grievable’ corpse only appears to exist in the ‘fantasy’ of the performance. Real animal
suffering and death are ignored, as O'Reilly’s willingness to appropriate or co-opt an
actual pig’s body (carcass) into her performance suggests. Although the artist may
‘trouble’ perceptions of human interactions with nonhuman bodies, her performance
with a dead body suggests a parallelism with the power structure or ‘power chains’ and
state of play in the bio-lab, and her ‘touching’ must ultimately be considered as
‘coercive’ (Snaebjornsdottir/Wilson, p. 47).
O'Reilly does not prescribe or determine the pig’s death or is personally involved in the
animal’s life and death as Herbert is but her willingness to utilize the pig’s body reveals
the underlying speciesist assumptions of the performance. Her immersion in the
corporeal investigation of the animal body must be construed as willful and
domineering, as the pig is unable to participate or reciprocate in the relationship. Whilst
there is an illusion of ‘care’ achieved through ‘touch’, this can only be illusory; the
performance, as envisaged by the artist, is contingent on the animal’s incapacity and
death. In posing the question Jobst Eggert put to Herbert (discussed in the previous
chapter), ‘Would you do this to a human body?’, it is unlikely that O'Reilly would
contemplate a ‘dance macabre’ with a human corpse. In utilizing the animal’s body for
her own purposes, regardless of her intentions, O'Reilly does not accord the same dignity
that human corpses are accorded by those who care for them. Her willingness to
incorporate and manipulate the pig’s body ‘makes its life less real’ (Taylor, 2013, p.
97).
Both Herbert and O'Reilly’s performances are powerful, visceral performances that seek
to thematize the industrialized animal by working with/on an actual animal body. In my
analysis of these performances, I have sought to explore the notion of ‘care’ in the
artists’ respective practices in relation to the animal subject. Both artists have brought
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the animal into the foreground by working with an actual animal body and have sought
to provoke their audiences through their interrogations of contemporary human/animal
relations. Despite their different approaches, Herbert as ‘observer’ and O'Reilly as
‘intimate’ of the animal body, both works are ethically problematic and have continued
to engage in speciesist practice. In the next chapter, I will discuss the making of ‘my
bovine heart’, my creative project and solo performance, which deploys the theatrical
medium to interrogate the same ethical and thematic territory investigated by Herbert
and O'Reilly, without utilizing an actual animal body.

Figure 4 Kira O'Reilly, 'inthewrongplaceness' (2006); Tract Live Art,
Penzance. Photo Steve Tanner
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Chapter 4
‘my bovine heart’ – what is cowness?
In this chapter I examine the tensions between the ‘representational’ and the animal
subject through the discussion of my creative project and solo performance, ‘my
bovine heart’. Underpinned by contemporary animal rights discourses and shifting
western perceptions of human animal relations, this chapter explores how the theatrical
medium and postdramatic style of performance might be deployed on behalf of the
industrialized animal. It poses the question, ‘Is it possible to speak for the animal with
care?’ This chapter argues that despite the problematic of representation as identified
by Derrida and others (Weil 2010; Deleuze & Guatarri 2004), when deployed
critically, the theatrical medium may affectively and effectively confront the ‘realities’
of ‘meat’ culture without harming animals in the process. Furthermore, in deploying
postdramatic strategies — the plurality of signs and the interplay of different elements
and modes — it may be possible to complicate the process of ‘representation’ and the
easy assimilation of the animal subject.

Whilst the theatrical medium may not, as Lehmann maintains, be the most effective
means of dealing with political issues in a ‘media saturated world’ (Lehmann 2006, p.
185) at the level of perception and sign usage, it may nonetheless be possible to disturb
the ease with which we (humans) continue to normalize the practices of animal
consumption. Drawing on and teasing out the notion of ‘becoming’ articulated by
Deleuze and Guattari (2004), this chapter contends that through the blending of the
fictional and the real, the animal as subject of the performance and the animal as a
subject of a life, are brought together, in ‘affective common ground’ (Cull 2012, p.
140) through a theatrical performance.

Framed and mediated as a theatrical

performance, my research suggests it may be possible to look at what might otherwise
be unbearable to face or to articulate what is ‘beyond words’.

Throughout my artistic practice as a theatre maker and performer within the field of
‘contemporary theatre’, I have sought to explore political issues through the theatrical
process. In my doctoral creative work I have attempted to re-imagine and reframe the
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human-animal relationship through the interplay of different performance languages
— text, sound, image and actions — in order to disturb the complacency of the species
boundary and to ‘imagine’ the animal’s perspective. The notion of ‘care’ is a slippery
concept, especially so within the aesthetic context, where it is difficult to measure and
assess ‘real’ outcomes. In her essay on the ‘ethical turn’ in relation to the animal, Kari
Weil writes whilst it is necessary to extend ‘care’ to others, we may not ‘necessarily
know what the best form of care is … we cannot presume to know’ (2010, p. 13). As
my study of One Pig and inthewrongplaceness has sought to show, despite
intentionality of ‘care’ — Herbert describes his approach to the animal as ‘respectful’
and O'Reilly uses the word ‘tender’ to express her relationship with the pig carcass —
both performances reveal their exploitative and coercive natures.

The problem of representation
I also recognize the inherent problem of ‘representation’ as articulated by Derrida
(2008) through his critique of language, in which he exposes the ‘fictionality’ of
human language or logos and other modes of representation which seek to ‘fix’ and
‘corral’ the animal according to the desires of the human and its anthropocentric, and
in this case, carnist ideology (p. 400). This critique is further articulated by Kari Weil
(2010), who in linking Animal Studies and Trauma Studies, argues that neither the
animal nor the ‘Other’s’ trauma are ‘knowable’; that both are beyond language and
beyond representation (pp. 4-9). In this vein, Weil points to the irony of attempting to
‘speak for’ the animal through the language of the oppressor, drawing on Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak’s seminal essay, Can the Subaltern Speak? warning that to speak
for and give voice to the ‘dispossessed’ will only result in their speaking in the
language of the ‘western intellectual’ (Ibid, p. 3). In other words, speaking for ‘the
animal’ may simply serve to ‘reify a fictional identity’ that has meaning to the one
doing the speaking (Ibid). Whilst I acknowledge this irony and the inherent flaws in
attempting to ‘speak for’ the animal through theatrical representation, I also maintain
that given that the concept of ‘the animal’ is conceived and constructed by the human
subject and human ideology in the first place, it is necessary to deploy human modes
of communication to address the human audience; and that it is necessary to work with
and through the paradox of speaking for the animal in the language of the oppressor.
In other words, in the theatrical space, in the co-presence of performer and audience,
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it may be possible to attend to ‘the animal’ that we as a species have defined as edible
and therefore as killable; and to bear witness to animal trauma for which we are
responsible, despite the limitations of human modes of communication.
The creative work, ‘my bovine heart’

In its final form, 'my bovine heart' is a forty-five-minute solo performance divided into
three parts. Act I is a ‘playful’ exploration of ‘metamorphosis’ and ‘becoming cow’
through the pantomime/cabaret style. In this opening scene, I perform a ‘song-dance’
wearing a ‘cow mask’ and dressed in a ‘bloodied apron’. This opening is also
accompanied by video projections of ‘live’ cows in paddocks, thereby setting up a
relationship between the real and the representational. Act II, which is the
dramaturgical core of the work and around 20 minutes in duration, is a monologue in
the form of the ‘performance lecture’ that discusses the ‘human’ concept of ‘cowness’
through a combination of facts, personal observations and musings. In doing so it seeks
to ‘re-subjectify’ the animal subject, in a sense bringing it ‘back to life’ from its status
as ‘commodity’ or ‘thing’. Act III shifts from the discursive to the poetic and deploys
the ‘nightmare trope’ to represent the ‘horrors’ of slaughter through the saturation of
text, image, sound, video and lighting. When the nightmare ends, the video projection
of cows is reintroduced, bringing us back to the ‘real’.

This research involved a recurring process of research/writing, creative writing and
improvising in the studio space followed by script development and the development
of a stage performance across an eight-year time frame (2013-2021), with periods of
interruption. The first stage combined critical reading across the interdisciplinary field
of Animal Studies and fieldwork with cows. I visited and fed a family of cows over
six months (2013), which gave me an opportunity to be with and observe rescue ‘cows’
(including steers) at close hand. I was able to discover something about each of them,
their individuality and inter-subjective relationships. This proximity enabled different
levels of human-cow interaction; one cow, Mary allowed me to touch her and would
chase me when I carried the pink food basket; another, Boomer would call out from a
distance — she was intimidated by Mary but let me know she was there and needed to
be fed; a gang of steers were uncertain about me but would crowd around the fence,
nudging each other, looking at me. I spent one afternoon sitting with and stroking a
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steer called Murray who was dying; I could see myself reflected in his huge suffering
eyes; this was a deeply affecting experience. Sam James joined me for a few days
during the six months of field work and filmed the cows (steers) with and without me
in the frame—these sequences were edited and structured, becoming an important
visual representation of real (virtual) cows projected onto the large pvc curtain hanging
on stage.

As I honed my research/reading/writing leaning on Critical Animal Studies (CAS),
Western philosophical and ethical thinking and Performance Studies, I would also
write poetic texts in response to provocations coming out of the readings, resulting in
short pieces that I recorded as audio texts. In 2015 I briefly went into the ‘rehearsal
room’ (a local hall) to explore some of the images and concepts arising out of the
readings, improvising with movement, original and found texts, song and task-based
actions. This resulted in the discovery of a form for the ‘lament’ (melody and
accompaniment of a fork scratching on a plate). There was a hiatus between this initial
creative phase and the next, which re-commenced in mid 2016. The hiatus was a result
of professional commitments, but it was compounded by my own grappling with the
perceived ‘gravitas’ of the subject matter; the tension between the overtly political
(rights based) and ethical foundations of the project and the theatrical form. Engaging
with the paradox of the research — of ‘speaking for’ the animal through the ‘language
of the oppressor’—I returned to the studio and developed an improvisational regime,
which enabled me to generate text and discover movement and performative
sequences. Rather than allowing myself to be overwhelmed by the subject I found a
macabre humour that enabled me to progress the creative process.

In mid 2016 I found two spaces in my local (regional) community that were suitable
for writing and rehearsing. The first, a light-filled room in the community centre with
windows looking out to a tree scape, was suitable for writing and speaking sessions;
the second, a scout hall, was darker but more private, which made it more comfortable
for improvisational explorations with movement, sound and task-based activities,
including moving with the mask and vocalizing the lament. In the end I shifted
between the two spaces, depending on availability. Between 2016-2018 I scheduled
six intensive making/rehearsal sessions, usually three-to-five-hour blocks. The most
consolidated were bi-weekly sessions between June-August 2018 (3-hour blocks) of
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writing/improvising to develop the script (performance lecture). Gail joined me at the
end of 2018 for three days to explore sound possibilities, sourcing original sounds
(knife sharpening, chewing, plate scratching), composing a sonic motif and finding
effects for the lament. This was also the first time I had brought an outside eye into the
process to hear the text; these sessions with Gail became informal ‘dramaturgical’ and
feedback sessions. Gail and I had made works together, or at least been involved in
projects, since the early 2000’s and had developed a sympathetic working relationship.
We spent time discussing the details, sense and ordering of the text and the tone of the
delivery. Gail recorded these sessions for reference purposes. The sessions with Gail
took the work to its next iteration and to the shaping and crafting of the performance.
In May 2019, Sam joined me for three days to film the ‘nightmare’ visuals to
accompany the ‘nightmare’ sequence of the script, which was filmed in the corridor of
the scout hall. In December 2019, Sam and Gail both joined me for three days in the
rehearsal room to work through the next iteration of the script (based on discoveries
in the prior session). We set up the sound system; we did not have the projector at this
point, and Sam worked off his computer, running his images on the small screen as I
worked through the script. We discussed the images and cues at the end of the session;
we each had a clear understanding of how sound/video/text/performance would
intersect. We also set up the green screen for me to compose my ‘meat carcass’ shot
(head stand with naked torso), which Sam would later composite into images of ‘still
life with meat’ to become part of Act III. The next time we would meet would be
November 2020.

In the intervening year I focused on my exegetical writing and did not revisit the
performance material in the rehearsal space again until our next meeting, although I
continued to think through the dramaturgical and elemental aspects of the
performance. I started to focus my attention on the design elements, such as costuming
and the projection screen. I decided to try out the ‘bloodied apron’ as a costume option,
as a means of ‘troubling’ an easy reading of the performance. I found a canvas wig
stand to display the cow’s head, which I wanted to be visible throughout the
performance. Sam and I had discussed possible materials for the video projection. My
concept was to use material that could triple as a screen, a scenic element and as
symbol. I imagined a semi opaque thick plastic that would reference the cool room in
a butcher’s shop. Prior to the next meeting I worked with Richard Montgomery
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(technical support and lighting designer) to make the curtain — cutting a large piece
of semi-opaque plastic into long strips, to match the dimensions of the video projection
(2 x 2.4m x 4m) that could be suspended from the rig onto the stage. Richard and I
discussed the work in terms of lighting and lighting effects, to ensure that the video
projection and lighting would not intrude on each other.

I decided that the next scheduled meeting in 2020 (another three-day block) would
benefit from an in-house showing with a friendly audience. I hired the community hall
in Tomerong (Shoalhaven) that had all the basics needed for a semi-public showing.
We could set up the pvc curtain in the space; Sam had brought his projector and we
sourced sound gear and basic lighting for the showing. On day one (November 27),
Sam, Gail and I re-visited the work in the scout hall prior to bumping in for the showing
the following day. On day two we bumped in and ran the work. On day three (the day
of the showing) we were in the middle of a heat wave (41degrees) and lost power;
however, we managed to secure a generator and found a way of cooling the computer
(sitting it on a tray of ice). Nine people attended. Putting the work ‘out there’ before a
supportive audience was very useful. Overall, the audience appreciated the light tone
and lecture format, given the potential for the subject matter to be presented in a
didactic or emotive way; one spectator missed seeing the body in the space, it was
‘stuck’ behind the lectern (I changed this in the public performance, making more of
the opening ‘cabaret’ routine and coming into the space for the ‘stand up’ and the
‘nightmare’); another mentioned the visual impact of the ‘cow head’ and ‘bloodied
apron’. Through my own reflections on the showing, after watching the video
documentation, I decided to continue to work on the ‘cabaret’ and to substantiate the
‘nightmare’ scene. I returned to the rehearsal space to re-work the problematic sections
identified through showing the work, in the week prior to the public performance.
The official presentation of ‘my bovine heart ‘was slated for June 24-26, 2021 in the
theatre of the Jillian Broadbent Building (Building 29) of the University of
Wollongong. After a three-day bump in, including installation, technical rehearsal and
dress rehearsals, the performance season was impacted by Covid 19. I was able to
perform on the opening night and second night, though to a reduced audience and the
third night was shut down completely. Despite restrictions and limitations, I was able
to get a sense of the work in the live space and gauge the audience response.
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Figure 5 Regina Heilmann, 'My Bovine Heart', Photo: Heidrun Löhr

The discussion below is divided into three sections. Section One focuses on the use of
‘costuming’ and humour to introduce the thematic of ‘metamorphosis’. Section Two
describes the generation of the performance script, the discovery of the ‘performance
lecture’ and the sonic incursion of the ‘lament’.

Section Three focuses on the

construction of the ‘nightmare’ though the interplay of different dramaturgical modes
and simultaneity of signs to represent and capture the ‘horror’ of slaughter.

ONE: Mask, apron, metamorphosis
Given the political and emotionally complex subject matter of ‘my bovine heart’, I
was seeking to find a way to begin the performance lightly, in order to invite the
audience into the work (and subject matter). My intention was to surprise and entice
by referencing the ‘pantomime’ and ‘cabaret’ genres and playing with the notion of
‘metamorphosis’ or ‘becoming cow’. ‘Metamorphosis’ is described as ‘the change of
physical form, structure or substance especially by supernatural means’ from human
into animal, for example (Merriam-Webster 2021). I was interested in exploring ways
of representing the violent slippage between ‘flesh’ and ‘meat’ in the one body and
inherent in the notion of ‘cowness’, an assemblage of traits or characteristics rendering
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a body (potentially) edible. My exploration of the line between subject/object within a
single body was informed by O'Reilly’s performance of inthewrongplaceness through
her ‘macabre dance’ with the pig’s body. I came across O'Reilly’s performance
through the series of images documenting the work and was disturbed by the pig’s face
— its glazed eyes, eyelashes, open mouth, teeth — in which it was possible to
recognize an individual being that had once been living and whose death was etched
in its face. As discussed in the previous chapter, O'Reilly’s ‘embrace’ of the pig’s body
seemed to ‘resubjectify’ the carcass. In this context, the ‘violence’ enacted against the
animal, normatively hidden by its object status (and in fortressed facilities of slaughter)
is made visible. My recognition of the pig’s violent death inscribed in its face seemed
to contradict Levinas’ denial of the ‘animal face’ (Calarco 2008, pp. 78-79 and his
reluctance to acknowledge the animal’s ethical call. The power of the pig’s face in
O'Reilly’s performance, led me to consider ways to represent the ‘cow’ on stage;
however, my philosophical and political approach did not include any consideration
of embracing a dead body.

After investigating the use of mask in the western tradition, from Roman and Greek
cults to theatrical pantomimes, I went in search of a ‘cow mask’ as a stand in and
representation of the cow on stage. I found ‘hundreds’ of factory produced cow masks
on-line, disneyfied silicone clones, empty versions of the real thing — fun toys suitable
for Halloween or other festivities. The silicone mask I chose was a substantial and
convincing version of a ‘cow’ face that reminded me of the ‘inanimate’ pig face in
O'Reilly’s performance, without the marks of death and violence. The ‘happy’ and
disembodied cow head allowed me to approach ‘becoming meat’ in a ‘comic’ mode.
I had originally imagined that I might ‘speak through’ the cow mask and play with the
notion of ‘ventriloquism’ (ironically) or puppetry and put words into the animal’s
mouth. However, once I had acquired the mask, I realized that it would not function
in this way — I couldn’t see, hear, breathe or be heard from inside it. Nonetheless,
working with it in the studio, I found that if I counted my steps, stayed on the spot and
spotted the floor (there were some peep holes in the nostrils) I could orientate myself.
While speaking through the mask was impossible, I was still interested in riffing on
and referencing the idea of ‘mimicry’ or mime and deploying the ‘dance’ motif. I
examined different music and song genres to ‘dance’ to and decided on a swoony
1950’s love song, ‘I’m in the mood for love’ because of its obvious ‘moo’ reference.
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Gail added some ‘moo’ effects to enhance the corniness of the song. Wearing a
bloodied (fake) apron I sought to offset the sentimentality of the song, to undermine
the benign ‘cow face’ and to comically destabilize the image. The mixing of signs
(signifiers) reminded me of the same ‘macabre humour’ deployed in a butcher’s shop
with posters and toys portraying happy ‘meat’, farm animals obligingly sacrificing
themselves for consumption (Cole 2011, p. 94). The silicone cow mask was clearly a
comic representation of the animal’s face; it did not evoke the same sense of ‘horror’
or pathos that the pig in O'Reilly’s performance did. I was seeking alternate ways of
employing the theatrical medium and humour to provoke questions about the hidden
violence of ‘meat culture’ and to complicate a singular and simplistic reading of the
image and performance of the ‘cow woman’.

I enter the space, wearing my (fake) bloodied apron and carrying the cow mask (a
prop); I move forwards toward the audience and tell them about a recurring dream I
have. ‘I look in the mirror and see that I have a different kind of face, not the one I am
accustomed to’. I attribute the dream, perhaps, to something I have eaten. I turn my
back and put on the cow mask as the music starts, the lighting changes and the mirror
ball rotates. The ‘real’ (virtual) cows look out from the pvc curtain, an ‘animated’
backdrop to my routine. I turn around, transformed into a singing (miming) and
dancing (kicking) ‘cow woman’. The ‘real’ cows look on. Gail’s ‘moo effects’ seem to
create a dialogue between the ‘cow woman’ and the ‘real’ cows; the song becomes a
duet.
In exploring the elision of cow and woman through ‘costuming’ and humour and the
interplay of the staged performance and video, I was seeking to avoid an overtly
sexualized or gendered representation of the ‘cow woman’. This was an issue that
became evident in O'Reilly’s performance and I did not wish to conflate female and
animal oppression, as theorized by Adams in ‘The Sexual Politics of Meat’ (1989), in
which Adams exposes the cycle of ‘objectification, fragmentation and consumption
… that links butchering and sexual violence’ (2016, p. 40). My intention in using the
‘cow mask’ and ‘bloodied apron’, suggesting vaudeville, chef’s kitchen and abattoir,
aimed to retain focus at the species level and to avoid the elision of animal exploitation
and gender politics. In wearing a ‘bloodied apron’, I intended to unsettle the potentially
benign ‘fairy tale’ image evoked by the ‘cow mask’ and the sentimental song and
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divert attention away from a gendered reading. The bloodied apron was a reminder of
the violence integral to human-animal relations and the production of ‘meat’.
Both ‘the mask’ and the ‘bloodied apron’ are constants in 'my bovine heart'. At the
conclusion of the ‘song and dance’ in Act I, the ‘mask’ is placed in a prominent
position on a wig stand centre stage on the prop table next to the lectern where it
becomes a meta text and point of reference for the ‘performance lecture’ in Act II. The
lecture is delivered in the ‘bloodied apron’. During the lecture, I gesture towards the
mask on three occasions to make a specific point. In one example, it becomes a visceral
reference,

What if this were a real head on the table? Bloodied and oozing, covered and
moving with maggots, an eye hanging on a thread? It would be a different kind
of performance. (p. 7)

In another, it presents an opportunity for banter and ‘ventriloquism’,

Ok. So what am I? Am I a short horn? A Friesen-Holstein? Angus Brangus?
Well, I’m not a Hereford. Perhaps a Charbary? Or Limousin? Who’s to say?
Cut, shorn, sliced, shredded, cow schmow! (p. 7)

Wearing the ‘bloodied apron’ during the lecture, I attempt to subvert and question the
authority and reliability of the (human) ‘speaking subject’. Despite the pro-animal
perspective of the lecture and ‘benign’ intentions of the speaker, there is also an
inherent risk that the animal will be misrepresented and undermined by the ‘dangerous
inadequacy of …language’ in attempting ‘to communicate experiences outside of
human consciousness’ (Weil, p. 11). The ‘bloodied apron’ points to the potential
violence of representation and the duplicity of the human agent ‘writing’ (authoring)
the text and creating the narrative.
In Act III or the nightmare scene, ‘the mask’ remains lit on stage but is duplicated as
a digital presence in the video footage projected onto the pvc curtain. As part of the
nightmare, the ‘cow mask’ becomes an avatar or symbol incorporated into a shadowy
dreamscape; through video editing, my face and the cow mask are superimposed,
becoming a flickering digital representation of the ‘cow woman’. The ‘bloodied apron’
is integral to the image of slaughter described and represented in the ‘nightmare’ scene.
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She (the performer, I) arms stretched up above her head, holding a ‘bleeding’ plate,
(fake) blood runs down my/her arms onto the apron; my/her extended torso wrapped
in the ‘bloodied apron’, is a visual counterpoint to the projection on the pvc of the
upended ‘hanging’ human female ‘carcass. The interplay of the live and video images
attempts to dissolve and bring the subject/object, perpetrator/victim, flesh/meat and
woman/cow together in a singular image.

Figure 6 Regina Heilmann, 'my bovine heart', Photo Heidrun Löhr

Two: Performance lecture and lament

The dramaturgical spine and most substantial part of the performance is the monologue
in the form of a ‘performance lecture’ that seeks to thematize and discuss the concept
of ‘cowness’. In the performance of ‘my bovine heart’ I stand in front of a black
lectern, dressed in a ‘bloodied apron’. There is a small table to one side, covered with
a patterned tablecloth on which sits the cow mask on a stand, a plate and fork, a tea
towel covering (hiding) a pair of (fake) bloodied food preparation gloves and a glass
of water. Combining animal research, factual information and different stories about
cows with my own personal musing and observations, this section of the performance
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aims to evoke a notion of ‘cowness’ and through speech, ‘re-subjectify’ the
industrialized body of the cow. By ‘talking’ about ‘real’ cows as beings that live in the
world in their own way, with a range of different behaviours and qualities, ACT II
seeks (metaphorically speaking) to reverse the rendering process, by attempting to (re)
establish the commoditized animal as a subject-of-a-life. In her reflections of her
performance with the pig’s body in Maryas: beside myself (2004) O'Reilly, writes, ‘I
carry her and carry her in absurd and futile efforts to achieve some kind of animation
…’ (cited in Hauser 2008, p. 102). At the corporeal level her task is impossible; on the
contrary, the animal remains lifeless, thing-like and becomes a metaphor for the
human. Within the discursive space, however, despite the problematic of language
identified by Derrida (2002, p. 400) and Weil (2010, p. 5), it may at least be possible
to bring the animal into the audience’s consciousness as the subject and focus of the
lecture; through ‘attentive listening’ (Donovan 2016, p. 91), the animal subject is
centralized; as the focus of the lecture, the animal subject, is ‘taken seriously’ and
attains a level of gravitas, at least for the duration of the performance. Whilst the
animal exists, whether the human subject acknowledges it or not, its wellbeing
however is dependent on human advocacy and care. Within the context of the
performance, the notion of ‘re-subjectification’ may be fanciful and ephemeral;
nonetheless, it contributes to the re-imagining of a different kind of reality for
human/animal relations.

Script development
The development of the script involved three distinct and overlapping processes. My
first impulse, and the first phase, was stream of consciousness writing and free
association to discover a language and form that might surface subconsciously in
response to my readings around animals and animal rights. For example, the piece
below is taken from a selection of early pieces archived on my computer (2014, p. 7),
informed by political scientist Timothy Pachirart’s undercover experience in modern
industrial slaughterhouse and documented in his book Every Twelve Seconds (2011)
The sound of breathing, salivary glands tingle and dribble. R 120K is
not an aircraft. It is a number. Genderless. A full agenda. A madness in
the middle of a nightmare. Pain electric, electrifying, frying, scalding,
hot to the accidental touch. Orange juice, eggs and bacon over easy and
sausages. And blood sauce. Why does she imagine herself smeared in
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that stuff? Micro-seconds flicker, a shaft of fluorescent tube and it
dawns on her that they are waiting for one last look that sends shivers
down her spine. The electrifying, eclectic, electric tools that prise open
her anus. R 120K.
This process gave me access to a subliminal zone and a sense/nonsense flow. I audio
recorded some of these early texts adding different effects — layering and echoing
texts, adding reverb — so that they became sound works. I did not use them in the
final performance, they were poetic and literary rather than performative; but they
informed the content and form of the ‘nightmare’ text in Act III.

The second generative process involved searching out information and texts about
‘cows’ from a range of sources — animal research and ethnological studies,
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statistical data, media stories, accounts of abattoir practices, a butcher’s Youtube
demonstration and Greek mythology. Through the months of research, I began to piece
together a version of ‘cowness’. I anticipated the complex mix of information would
intrigue the audience and also authenticate and ground the ‘lecture’ in the real. It also
provided material for me to riff on and interweave with my own personal observations
and musings.

The third phase of the process involved time in a studio space to explore the
performative aspects of the monologue. I would write non-stop for twenty minutes or
move around and speak non-stop for three minutes. The following excerpt comes from
the ‘Silly Old Cow’ sequence from my notebook (2018, p. 3).
Ok. So. This woman is walking around. She’s walking around, in
circles. She’s got a cow mask on her head, you ask why does she have
a cow mask on her head? Well, it’s a prop, a mask, a device; and ice
breaker. She’s looking at you, you’re looking at her. Silly old cow. I
mean what is she …
Speaking and moving in the space gave the words an energy and dynamism that
writing for the page did not. It provided access to normative speech patterns, including
pauses, glitches, repetitions and self-commentary. It also allowed me to investigate

CSIRO publication, ‘Cow Talk’ (2015) which was a through and insightful guide
on cow behavior;
55
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humour; I did not know what I might say or where an improvisation might lead.
Improvisation as a performance method often (not always) bypasses the conscious
mind and permits access to the unconscious. This process was freeing and enabling
and gave me a way of tackling the seriousness of the ‘animal issue’, which had at times
been debilitating to the creative process. Shifting between modes, I would take an idea
that had surfaced during the writing phase and improvise with it on the floor; or I
would flesh out an improvisation on the page. I also added text from my collated
collection of found texts. Through this kind of back and forthness, I developed a series
of scripted ‘rants’. The following is a condensed version of a ‘rant’ entitled ‘Bistro
(2018 p. 10); some aspects were later re-configured and integrated into the ‘lecture’.

Do you want to go to the bistro and have a pepper steak when you could
have a vege stack, and the pepper steak is calling you because you have
this craving, and you know there’s a thing called urge surfing, you can
sit somewhere and you can be mindful, you have a craving for
something and it’s like a wave, it peaks like a wave, and if you can sit
through it, the wave rushes over you and the craving will dissipate and
you won’t have the craving, you’ve got to do it and you’ve got to focus
on it and you’ve got to meditate and you’ve got to be mindful otherwise
if you give in to the craving that’s it, it’s not about giving in, why should
you, I think I’ve got mad cow disease, I’ve had too much meat in my
life, I’ve got hormones from all these hormone chickens and things, you
know I think I’m going a bit mad, there’s a madness here, there’s a
madness, moo, because we can’t live like this anymore…
Using the ‘stand up’ or the ‘rant’ gave the words an edginess and pace. However later,
reflecting back on my research question, ‘how to speak for the animal subject with
care’, the ‘rant’ mode seems to deflect attention away from the animal subject. Instead,
the animal seemed to become ‘content’ or ‘material’ to work on and work with,
swamped by the form and by the human subject’s (my) ‘anxiety’ and ‘neurosis’. This
reflection encouraged me to find a balance so that the animal subject would not be
consumed by the form but remain pivotal. This led to the exploration of the
‘performance lecture’ and a more considered tone, allowing the animal to take focus
and precedence, rather than being caught up or consumed by performance energy or
‘appropriating’ the animal’s trauma (Puig de la Bellacasa 2012, p. 209).
Once the decision was made to work with the ‘lecture’ format, I went through a process
of identifying the key texts, collating them into twelve units, which could be shuffled,
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broken up, re-contextualized. I found a chronological and thematic order, beginning
with the myth of Io, a young priestess, who is turned into a cow by Zeus and ending
with a contemporary story, a true account of anthropologist, Val Plumwood’s near
death experience with a crocodile and her sudden realization, that she was ‘prey’. I
read the texts aloud, finding rhythms, making adjustments, shifting the order of words,
finding ‘better’ words. I found new layers of meaning and connections between units
each time I read the script. I moved whole pieces of text around, reframing them,
trying out new juxtapositions; embedding smaller pieces into larger units, shifting their
original intention. I discovered a thematic link between the myth of Io, and the
‘nightmare’ text in Act III, which provided a dramaturgical through-line despite the
shift in performance genre. In both the myth and the nightmare, the conscious
(speaking subject) is trapped in the body of a ‘cow’, only in the case of the ‘nightmare’,
the speaking subject is consequently mistaken for a ‘side of beef’ and sees herself
dismembered on the kill for rather than liberated by the hand of Zeus.
Although I had rejected the ‘rant’ mode, I did not want to lose the energy, irony and
humour that had emerged through my improvisations and I found places within the
‘lecture’ for these. For example, I re-worked one of the ‘silly old cow’ texts and
transformed it into a ‘stand up’ routine, moving away from the lectern to a different
part of the space. The ‘stand up’ attitude altered the energy and atmosphere in the
space and sought to disrupt the expectations of the audience. It intersected two
poignant texts.

Below is an edited sequence demonstrating the shift between

pathos/humour/pathos in the final script of ‘my bovine heart’ (2021, p. 7-9). The standup routine (Unit 9) involves a woman in the bistro who changes her order from a ‘vegestack’ to T-bone steak and pepper sauce. The cashier refers to her as a ‘silly old cow’.
The sequence also demonstrates the integration of original writing and borrowed texts
(the borrowed bits are italicized).

[Unit 8. At lectern.]
In twelve seconds a cow can be transformed into meat. From thigh to
round steak. From buttock to porterhouse. From shin to shin. This is
twelve seconds. [Pause for 12 seconds. Sound effect supplied by Gail
breaks the silence.]
[Unit 9. Performer moves to other side of stage. Lights come up. ]

72

So, a cow walks into a bar. Right? Actually, a woman walks into a
bistro….
… I’ve changed my mind. I just noticed that there’s aubergine in the
vegestack. And I can’t eat aubergine. Something about the texture. The
chilli squid and noodles. Um. Is the squid marinated in chilli sauce or
….? Look I’ll have the steak. Medium not rare. Do you know whether
the cow was grain fed? Do you know anything about its provenance?
Hormone infusions? Antibiotics? …
… Did you call me a silly old cow? [incredulous] There’s nothing silly
about cows! As a prey species, a cow’s sense of control over a situation
is a biological necessity. It is hard to sneak up on a cow because they
are often on the lookout and their eyes are set into the sides of their
heads …
[Unit 10. Performer returns to the lectern.]
I doubt if there’s anything poetic about an abattoir, do you? [poetically]
‘a string of aubergine livers floating past head upon head on silent
hooks next to silent tongues’. (‘my bovine heart’, script, v. 5, 2021, p.
7-9)
The lament
Whilst the ‘lecture’ mode made it possible to discuss and reflect upon cows and the
concept of ‘cowness’, shifting between the conversational and presentational and
between comedy and pathos, I was also seeking to find a way of using song or sound
to connect emotionally with the animal subject. The idea of the ‘lament’ was provoked
by the concept of ‘ungrievability’ and the idea that certain bodies, the industrialized
animal body in particular, cannot be mourned because it is not considered to be ‘alive’
in the first place, having been reduced to a ‘thing’ or unit of production (Stanescu
2012, p. 68; Taylor 2008, p. 63). In her essay on ancient Irish keening practices, Edain
McCoy (2009, p. 2) describes the ‘lament’ as a potentially disturbing vocalization
undertaken by a ‘keening woman’, holding the space between the living and the dead;
guiding the dead on their journey; expressing an outpouring of collective grief.
The ‘lament’ emerged through improvisation in the studio space (the scout hall) in
2015. I set up a trestle table and chairs. I found plates and cutlery in the kitchen. I
placed them on the table. I sat at the table. I set the timer for thirty minutes. Letting
one thing lead into the next. Sitting, waiting, moving, doing. I set the table. I reset the
table. I timed how many plates I could set in twelve seconds. I stacked and carried
plates. I put a plate on my head; I walked in circles. I tried to dance ‘like a cow’ with
a plate on my head. I sat down. I played with the fork. I explored the sound of the fork
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on the plate. I scratched the fork on the plate. I scratched a circle on the plate with the
fork. The circular scratching reminded me of the phrase ‘eternal Treblinka’, the title
of a book written by Charles Patterson (2001) evoking an image of endless movement
of animals heading to slaughter. I focused on the sound and tone of the action of the
fork on the plate. I found the pitch of the fork on the plate. I hummed to the pitch and
then began to sing a lament I had been rehearsing, whilst maintaining the movement
of the fork on the plate. 56 I repeated this several times. Another time, much later in
the process (2019), when Gail and I were in the studio together we amplified the sound.
I sang into the microphone and Gail played with reverb and delay, adding textured
noise, picking up certain frequencies and making them ring in the space.
My analysis of One Pig had revealed the value of sound as ‘disruption’, as a way of
forcing an audience to pay attention and listen carefully. I wanted to find a way to
disrupt and cut through the linguistic and the cognitive, through sound and sensation
rather than through sense; accessing an alternative mode of ‘magical’ transmission that
Lehmann describes in his discussion of postdramatic theatre and refers to as ‘choragraphy’ (2006 p. 156). I found a place for ‘the lament’ in the ‘ lecture’ at the end of
the story about a cow, a red Limousin, a muscular beef cow, that evades the abattoir;
she refuses to get into a lorry, rams a metal fence, dashes to a nearby lake; breaks a
worker’s arm, swims to one of the islands in the middle of the lake, evades fire fighters
and a vet who ran out of tranquilizers trying to catch her. In the end, a local politician
offers her safe passage to an animal sanctuary. However, she dies from stress in the
back of a truck on the way to safety. In placing the ‘lament’ in direct relation to this
narrative of death, I was seeking space for a moment of ‘grief’ for the animal; not by
appropriating the animal’s anguish emotively but by ‘holding the space’ through sound
and letting it ring.
As I discovered in attending One Pig, the audience comes to understand the pig’s life
cycle and ‘where meat comes from’ by tuning in and allowing the music and sounds
to enter their bodies. Herbert challenges his audience to listen intently to what is hard
to listen to and equally hard to ignore through a complex interweaving of electronic
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The melody that I sang was suggested to me by a friend/colleague, Annette
Tesoriero, ‘Arianna’s Lament’ by Monetverdi (1608)
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sounds, percussion and beats. He disturbs the listener’s equanimity and it becomes
impossible to disassociate the sonic experience from the ‘story’ or biography of the
pig, which it represents. Whilst ‘my bovine heart’ is a very different kind of
performance, both in terms of genre and scale, by disturbing the aural space, I could
take the audience into a different kind of relationship and understanding of the animal,
at least momentarily. Through the intertwining of the melodic vocalization and the
grating sound of the fork on the plate, the ‘lament’ attempts to express the anguish and
pain of animal trauma and death. Despite the sonic impact of One Pig, Herbert does
not disrupt or interrogate the inherent power structure that allows him to utilize the pig
for his own purposes. This is reinforced at the conclusion of One Pig, when Herbert
sings a simple ‘lament’ or prayer of thanks, standing at a table where the meat is being
served. In doing so he re-affirms the pig’s ‘sacrificial’ status manifested in a daily
ritual. In contrast, in ‘my bovine heart’, the ‘lament’ is directly connected to the
tragedy of the cow’s death and seeks to acknowledge the sorrow of this event.
A major component of the ‘lament’ was the dinner plate. Whilst my focus in creating
‘the lament’ had been on finding a ‘sound’, I came to realize the potential impact of
the ‘image’ of the lament, comprising a number of elements: the holding of a pose, the
repetitive action of the fork on the plate, the objects themselves, the sonic element, the
bloodied apron and the audio effects together contributed to the fullness of the moment
and the acknowledgement of animal death; it allowed multiple signs to work together
to give ‘the lament’ gravity and pathos.
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Figure 7 Regina Heilmann, 'my bovine heart', Photo Heidrun Löhr

Three: Constructing the nightmare

From Act II the performance moves from the discursive into the poetic and visceral,
which is framed by the ‘nightmare trope’. Whilst 'my bovine heart' began with a
playful representation of ‘metamorphosis’ through ‘song and dance’ in Act I, my
intention in Act III was to take the work into a darker place. The nightmare was also
provoked by infiltrations of Deleuze’s essay on 20th century artist, Francis Bacon’s
meaty portraits (2010) in which he discusses the ‘zone of indiscernibility’ (p. 23); this
zone refers to the commonality ‘of man [sic] and the beast’ where ‘meat’ is not dead
flesh; it retains all the sufferings and assumes all the colours of living flesh’ (Ibid).
The nightmare developed gradually, one layer at a time during the creative process. It
began with stream of consciousness writing (2015) in which the ‘dreaming’ (speaking)
subject, recalls being dismembered on the kill floor and transformed into meat. I reworked these early texts into a single discrete unit. Once I had the foundation of the
nightmare in text form, I began to build sound and image. My intention was to deploy
multiple dramaturgies of ‘slaughter’ to evoke the indescribable ‘horror’ of being
perceived as meat. Whilst Herbert and O'Reilly both achieve this ‘horror’ through their
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utilization of actual animal bodies and visceral performances, my aim was to construct
a ‘theatrical’ representation, blurring the line between subject/object in order to ‘cross
the abyssal limit of the human’ (Derrida 2002, p. 381).

When Gail and I met in 2018 to begin to work on a soundscape, I had a completed first
draft of the written script. At that stage the ‘nightmare’ unit was included as the final
scene of the performance lecture. I had added some ‘butcher’ speak to the ‘nightmare’,
borrowed from a YouTube video on how to ‘debone a piece of meat’. 57 I wanted an
‘authentic’ and ‘normalizing’ tone to counter and also heighten the ‘horror’ that was
being experienced by the ‘dreaming’ (speaking) subject. Below is an example of this
counterpoint,
This is your topside. Your silverside. This is what we call your flank… It’s
me. I came to buy a bag of bones for the dog. Remember? These lovely joints.
You don’t need a saw. Just your knives. There’s a natural joint there. So we
go through. A nice dark red. (Heilmann 2021, p. 16)

Gail responded sonically to provocations in the ‘nightmare’ text using a drone sound
and a chord progression, which created an ominous motif and we recorded live sounds
— knife sharpening, fork scratching, chewing sounds — to build a layered soundscape.
Over three days I presented/performed the full script and we spent dedicated time on
the ‘nightmare’ unit, working and finessing the interplay of text and sound. The idea
was to intensify the sound as the nightmare progressed and to provide an accelerating
rhythmic pulse underneath the vocal delivery that would match the growing terror of
the nightmare.

Sam joined me in mid 2019 to create the film/video and visual dramaturgy of the
‘nightmare’. There were two ideas to explore; the first was inspired (provoked) by
Francis Bacon’s observation that ‘we are meat, we are potential carcasses. If I go into
a butcher’s shop I always think it’s surprising that I wasn’t there instead of the animal’
(Deleuze 2003 p. 240). I wanted to find a way of creating a (my) ‘hanging human
carcass’; we used a green screen against which I performed a headstand (with naked
57

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DvIxvs39nBQ>
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torso and legs) which Sam filmed and later composited into paintings of ‘still life’ with
meat. The second idea I sought to explore visually was the portrayal of a symbolic or
psychological dreamscape, evoking the horror of being perceived as meat.
Serendipitously, the studio space (scout hall) we were working in had a short narrow
corridor leading to a metal door, which opened onto the outside. This provided the
perfect ‘film set’. In my journal entry on the day I write, ‘we (Sam and I) both
commented on how exciting it was to discover connections in the space. The space
made sense to the process and could be adapted to our purposes’ (May 10, 2019).
Setting up some theatre lights and working with shadow and light, I moved up and
down the corridor, with and without the ‘cow mask’ in tow. I wore a black dress and
heavy make-up to dramatize this ‘other’ reality. We used elements that were in the
script; a mirror, my face reflected in the mirror, a corridor and a door. I became a figure
or cypher in a symbolic landscape. We explored different ways of integrating the ‘cow
mask’. In post-production, Sam edited the footage and added effects — blurring the
image, slowing it down and manipulating the colours and light. He also superimposed
my face and the ‘cow mask’, creating an unstable and flickering digital version of the
‘cow woman’.

The final stage in the construction of the nightmare occurred after the showing in
November 2020 and as a result of my reflections on viewing the video documentation
of that event. I realized the ‘nightmare’ needed to be ‘fleshed out’ rather than
incorporated into the ‘lecture’. It required its own time/space to have the impact that I
was seeking. I began to seek an image/pose to hold the ‘horror’ in the live space; and
re-visited the text. I returned to the studio space over four days prior to production
week. I put the written script aside and beginning with the first line, moving around
the space, let the nightmare unfold and the words to re-order themselves. Images and
words came to mind as I spoke; new phrases arrived and other phrases were forgotten.
I wanted to find the logic/illogic of the dream and the pulsation of language, breath
and silence; I tapped a beat with my hand and let it drive the text. This allowed me to
move out of my head, out of the rational and into the sensory; working with body and
movement, liberated me. Once I was satisfied with the new configuration of the text,
I began to repeat it, letting the order settle and become the new version of the
nightmare text, with the memories of breath and rhythm that I had discovered in the
space. During these rehearsals, I came to realize that the ‘nightmare’ trope made it
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possible to speak from the animal’s perspective without falling into the
anthropomorphic trap of putting words into the animal’s mouth; it provided a mode of
perception in which the human speaking subject, the subject of the nightmare, the
‘dreamer’, tapping into the subconscious realm, could contemplate her own animality.
The slippery identity of the ‘dreaming’ subject is exemplified in the final line of the
‘nightmare’
Something blue caught my attention. Tag. K2557. K257. K257. Is that
my ear? (2021, p. 16)
I wanted to find a stage image that could anchor and contain the ‘horror’ that I was
trying to represent and found inspiration from the still images of O'Reilly’s
performance with the pig’s body. My thinking was also informed by reading of Chiara
Thüminger’s (2008) essay on ‘metamorphosis’ in classical art and in literary sources,
in which she describes two modes of ‘metamorphosis’ — the diachronic and
synchronic. She writes that the diachronic, may be understood in terms of narrative,
as a process of change or becoming; while the synchronic refers to an individual image
or a representation where two (or more) natures co-exist, characterized by ‘pluralism’
or ‘hybridism’ (p. 615). In her ‘dance macabre’, O'Reilly alternates between slow and
sustained movement with the pig’s body (diachronic) and extended poses in which she
arrives at an image (synchronic). Through constant shape-shifting O'Reilly creates a
series of configurations of ‘pig woman’. I too was interested in activating both modes
— narrative and image — but within a compressed time frame rather than durationally.
Whilst I had constructed the textual, sonic and visual narratives, I did not have an onstage image that could hold these narratives. I considered re-visiting the ‘cow woman’:
performing a ‘bleeding ritual’; smearing my arms and legs with blood; holding a
position on stage; the text as play back over the speakers. However, the passivity of
the image, the motionless ‘cow woman’ against the brutalizing text was problematic
and I wanted to make sure that the human perpetrator of animal suffering was in the
frame. I began to re-work the ‘plate’ that had been integral to the ‘lament’, to construct
the image. I spoke the new text, holding the plate over my head, arms rigid and
straight. This created a level of tension in my body. By maintaining this pose, keeping
still, the words (mouth) and breath became the focus of the image. Later I remembered
Deleuze’s description of the ‘mouth’ in his essay on Bacon:
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it is important to understand the affinity of the mouth, and the interior of the
mouth, with meat … where the open mouth becomes nothing more than a
severed artery… it is no longer a particular organ, but a hole through which
the entire body escapes … this is what Bacon calls the Scream, in the
immense pity that the meat evokes (p. 26)
Deleuze’s lines made sense and amplified my understanding of the significance of the
‘mouth’ to the image. It was imperative also to integrate ‘blood’ and ‘bleeding’ into
the horror scene. Whilst dried ‘blood’ was present as a visual trace, smeared onto the
apron I was wearing, I wanted to bring the bleeding into the present moment. I wanted
to see the blood ‘run’, a signifier of the on-going, continuous ‘slaughter’ taking place
in the world, now. Using a pair of gloves used in food preparation, I inserted (fake)
blood into the fingers. Holding the plate over my head, squeezing the gloves slightly,
the blood trickled down my arms and onto the apron creating a dynamic image of
‘slaughter’ that I hoped would reflect the horror and pathos of animal suffering.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have hoped to reveal that theatre as a contemporary practice has the
capacity to complicate and disturb the ease with which we accept the premise of ‘meat
culture’ and that the theatrical apparatus has the potential to offer some resistance
against ‘cognitive dissonance’ that enables us to disregard the animal perspective. This
chapter seeks to demonstrate how the theatrical medium and deployment of
postdramatic strategies (the interplay of media, the pluralism of signs, the
presentational mode) might be utilized to represent the ‘unrepresentable’ and to divert
focus away from the ‘human’ subject to the ‘animal’ subject. Although ‘theatre’ as
Lehmann asserts can no longer be understood as the political medium in the way that
it used to be prior to global mass media (2006, p. 1), the intention of this creative
research has been to deploy the medium reflexively and with critical intent, to bring
the political realities of animal suffering onto the stage and into the frame. As Lehmann
writes, theatre is not political through the thematization of political subjects, but
through the ‘implicit substance and critical value of its mode of representation’ (p.
178). Deploying a combination of performance genres and performance texts —
including words, sound, video, movement, objects, signs — the performance has
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sought to explore different possibilities of representing the animal subject. In
deploying the theatrical medium, I borrow from Alan Read who suggests that theatre
operates as ‘an affective machine’ (cited in Cull 2012, p. 111) and that it has the
potential therefore, to touch, move, shift, trouble and confuse those in attendance.
Borrowing also from Deleuze and Guattari their terminology, ‘affective common
ground’ (Ibid) I was seeking a space to contemplate our interconnectivity, across
species. Riffing off the notion of ‘cowness’ and through the representation of ‘cowwoman’, the performance has sought to represent the commonality of embodied
beings, whose shared vulnerabilities and finitude, should lead, as Derrida writes, to
‘compassion’ (p. 396). Through this research I have sought to address the question, ‘Is
it possible to speak for the animal subject with care?’ I proffer that despite the
problematic of representation, the theatrical medium and postdramatic strategies might
be deployed to agitate against the easy assimilation of the animal subject.
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Chapter 5
Conclusion
In this practice led research I have sought to explore if it is possible to represent the
animal subject, specifically the industrialized animal, through performance practice,
with care. I argue that unless ‘care’ is consciously applied, the animal may simply
become an aesthetic object, its own interests superseded by the artist’s practice
(Donovan 2016, p. 42). As Puig de la Bellacasa (2017) writes, ‘care’ is potentially
subversive and political because it allows a re-imagining of the world from a nonanthropocentric perspective. Derrida writes, that it is only in acknowledging human
‘finitude’ and ‘vulnerability’ and recognizing our own animality that we are able to
come to a place of compassion in relation to non-human ‘others’ (2002, p. 396). With
regards to the animal that is typically commodified as meat, it is necessary to seek
ways to ‘re-subjectify’ the animal that has been de-animalized and thereby to ‘reanimate’ it, recognizing it as a living being that exists in the world rather than as a unit
of production (Noske 1989, p. 168). Whilst such a re-visioning may be difficult to
imagine, given human commitment to carnist ideology, from an ethics of care
perspective, it is nonetheless critical. Within the ‘aesthetic space’, then, in order to
engage with the animal with ‘care’ or as Donovan writes, ‘take animals seriously’ (p.
100), the artist must find a way of deploying their practice on behalf of the animal and
to recognize the animal as an ethical subject. In other words, they must prioritize the
animal through their practice. In doing so, they reverse the anthropocentric premise,
taking the animal’s standpoint and pro animal perspective. In such works, the animal
does not simply serve the artist and the artist’s desires or objectives; but rather, the
artist must also aim to serve the animal.
This research which has involved the creation of a solo theatrical performance, ‘my
bovine heart’, has taken the two performances, Matthew Herbert’s experimental music
recital,

One

Pig

(2013)

and

Kira

O'Reilly’s

corporeal

performance,

inthewrongplaceness (2006) as case studies to guide me through and illuminate my
own creative process and thinking. All three performances have arisen out of specific
provocations. Herbert takes a political stance regarding the excesses of capitalism and
the secrecies around food production. O'Reilly is motivated by the ethico-political
question arising out of her bio-art project and the utilization of biopsies taken from
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dead pigs. In my case, I have been provoked by media stories of animal suffering in
abattoirs and my own moral dilemma regarding meat consumption. Whilst the context
or back-story of artists’ motivations for making a performance may give the
viewer/audience greater insight into a work, this does not alter what a work might
mean for the animal appearing in it. Performance that treats an animal, living or dead,
as an aesthetic object, ignoring its subjectivity and ethicality, cannot be understood as
engaging in aesthetics of care.

In their performances, One Pig and inthewrongplaceness, Herbert and O'Reilly
viscerally engage with animal death. Herbert’s musical/sonic representation of the
pig’s butchery for example, is at times excruciating; his simply sung prayer of thanks
to the pig at the end of the performance is heartbreakingly sad. The powerful sonic
experience of One Pig is inflected by the audience’s knowledge of Herbert’s process,
in as much as they understand from marketing material and program notes, that the
work is constructed out of a real animal’s life cycle. It is impossible to disassociate the
music/sound from the actions (killing, butchery) that have generated it. O'Reilly’s
embrace of the pig’s dead body (carcass), whilst it appears to transform the pig into a
‘grievable’ body in the eyes of the viewer or audience, is only possible because the
artist is able acquire a dead body that as Donovan would suggest, is doubly
‘cannibalized’ and (re) objectified, first as meat and then as metaphor (2016, p. 50).
O'Reilly’s performance, despite its complexities and reflexivity, does not challenge
the status quo but replicates it.

O'Reilly and Herbert engage in intensive creative practice but they lose sight of the
animal. Though neither ‘kill’ the pig that they work and perform with, they do derive
direct benefit from the animal’s killing. When examined through Donovan’s theory of
aesthetics of care, neither can be shown to engage in a practice of ‘care’. This failure
is clarified when examined through the question, posed by PETA representative, Jobst
Eggert, ‘Would you do the same with a human being?’ 58 The assumption that neither
artist would make their work on a human body highlights the underlying speciesism
of both works. Whatever process the artists put themselves through in terms of time

‘Matthew Herbert vs. Peta’ (2011) viewed 22 November 2016,
<https://matthewherbert.com/matthew-herbert-vs-peta/>
58
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and effort are their own choices; so too are their choices to work directly on an animal
body. The animal does not have this choice. In working with an animal’s body,
Herbert and O'Reilly cross the ‘ethical line’, which from an animal rights perspective
is non-negotiable. They break taboos or social mores by making art out of an animal’s
killing, dismemberment and consumption or engaging in a kind of interspecies necrofantasy. Both push boundaries that force their audiences into ethical territory,
challenging them to become ethically and/or politically attentive to human-animal
relations, but they themselves compromise their ethical obligations to the animal they
work with.
Although ‘my bovine’ heart does not work with or on an animal body and therefore
does not have to contend with the ethics of doing so, it does need to consider the ethics
of representation and the implicit anthropocentric bias and limitations of attempting to
speak for the animal. As Weil points out, representation is self-referential and may
have very little to do with the animal being represented (2009, p. 9). I have sought to
address this issue through Donovan’s premise of ‘critical intent’ (2016, p. 38), a term
she deploys to differentiate between works that represent animal suffering with the
understanding that the animal being represented is an ‘ethical subject’ and those that
engage in ‘pornographic’ or ‘aesthetic’ gratification in which the animal has no ethical
status of its own (Ibid). To guide me through this artistic process, I have identified four
key principles of ‘care’ borrowing from Donovan (2016) and Chaudhuri (2014) to
ensure that the animal is foregrounded and pivotal in 'my bovine heart'. These include
1) avoiding noncritical anthropomorphizing of the animal; 2) resisting ‘appropriation’
of animal suffering or trauma; 3) engaging sympathetically with and imagining the
animal’s standpoint; 4) and acknowledging, that however the animal is represented, it
has a real existence in the world. In reminding myself of these principles during the
writing, rehearsal and the performance of ‘my bovine heart’ I have sought to keep
myself on track.

The meat animal or industrialized body is most typically engaged with through
activism, where those speaking on the animal’s behalf, deploy a range of different
tactics in order to undertake their objectives to end animal suffering. Within the
aesthetic context, my intention has been to explore how or if theatre may be deployed
on the animal’s behalf, not as didactic theatre, but rather through representation itself.
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While human language and other representational modes may be understood as either
oppressive or lacking, creating a human context for the animal ‘other’ that is only selfserving, I argue that if deployed critically and strategically, the theatrical medium has
the potential to become an aesthetic of care. This does not suggest that the form can
be anything other than about itself; to attempt to speak for the animal in a human mode
is to explore form. However, I argue that despite the paradox it is also necessary to
attempt to speak for the animal, if the systems of oppression that reduce the living into
a unit of production are to be addressed and to make things better for ‘the more than
human world’. As a normalized and deeply entrenched practice, which Derrida refers
to as ‘carnophallogocentric’ (Calarco 2008, p. 142), animal suffering resulting from
‘meat’ production can only be addressed through human intervention; through the
recognition that the animals involved are sentient beings, subjects of lives, who share
with ‘us’ a will to live and to live well; and for us (humans) to come to a place of
compassion or empathetic understanding of our shared vulnerability.
The danger inherent in ‘representation’ and human bias was something that I had to
work with and against. Retaining a focus on the ‘animal subject’ has been challenging.
Given the intention of my research to explore how to ‘speak for’ the animal with care,
I did not want to simply appropriate animal trauma and subsume it in my artistic
process. This was particularly so given the potential for a gendered reading of the
performance; my intention was on maintaining focus on the animal subject, whose
oppression and violation is substantial and significant in its own right. Though focused
on ‘cows’ or the concept of ‘cowness’, the performance seeks to address the bigger
question of animal exploitation and the industrialization of the animal body regardless
of species. In undertaking this research, I have sought to explore ways of re-imagining
other possibilities for human/animal interaction and have deployed the theatrical
medium to address the human subject and speak to the human audience.

This practice led research explores how the theatrical medium and the representational
might be deployed on behalf of the animal subject; it does not seek to take the place
of activism or activist performances in the public sphere, such as those undertaken by
PETA and other animal rights organizations or individuals, such as Tasmanian anti-
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battery hen campaigner, Pam Clark;
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nor replicate the work undertaken by artist-

activists such as Yvette Watt (Gallasch 2016). Following Lehmann this research does
not presume that the theatre can intervene in any ‘real’ sense or ever know ‘whether it
really does something’ (Lehmann 2016, p. 180). Nonetheless, as Lehmann also
proffers, theatre may provide a space and context for ‘dismantling discursive
certainties’ and ‘artistically deconstruct’ political discourse (Ibid, p. 188).

This

research argues that taking animals seriously and engaging in an ‘aesthetics of care’
requires on-going practice of listening and paying attention to ‘other’ ways of being
and being in the world; and moving towards a non ‘dominative aesthetics’ (Donovan
2016, p. 91). An ‘aesthetics of care’ involves shifting gear and listening in a way that
displaces reason or logos; or as Donovan suggests, referencing Adorno, is ‘a praxis of
the heart’ (Ibid) that theatre, as an affective medium, is well suited to.

Post performance reflections
Although I was unable to test out my performance of ‘my bovine heart’ as I had
anticipated due to Covid 19 restrictions, the work did elicit comments from some
audience members attending the ‘opening’ night. I received two brief and written
comments (text and email), which whilst they may have been made by ‘the converted’,
were not solicited. One audience member wrote, ‘I woke to images from the work,
feeling in my own meat the underlying complexity and depth of research … the
distillation of so much into 45 minutes of riveting performance … I loved the sound,
the scraping on the plate especially and found the horror of the abattoir in that
somewhat inhuman building. Lights and shadow, projection and audio fused with
performance into a resonant experience’. Another wrote, ‘A really beautiful and hardhitting show. Thank goodness I am already a vegetarian, or I would have been
heartbroken, your images were so powerful’. Both highly subjective comments were
evidently given by individuals sympathetic to animal suffering and to the
consequences of ‘meat culture’ and open to contemporary performance.

My own

reflections of the performance, are still hard to gauge but what was crucial to the
relative success of the work, was giving myself permission to ‘play’ with and riff on
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Companion to Tasmanian History (2017) accessed 12 August 2021
<https://www.utas.edu.au/tasmanian-companion/biogs/E000264b.htm>
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(improvise) difficult and affective subject matter, that I felt was impossible to
articulate or resolve; also taking time to critically reflect on what I was doing and
staying with my own unease. This approach was facilitated by the deployment of a
postdramatic style of performance, which enabled me to trouble expectations and
surprise the audience with shifts in performance mode; this was compounded by the
application of the framework of ‘care’, in particular Puig de la Bellacasa’s concise
definition of labor-affect-ethics, a reminder to balance my emotional response and
anxiety without appropriating the ‘other’s’ trauma.
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1. Appendix A
Performance Script, 'my bovine heart' bovine heart’ v.5, August 2021

2. Appendix B
Copy of performance 'my bovine heart' filmed during production week June 24-26,
2021 in the Jillian Broadbent Building (Building 29) Theatre, University of
Wollongong. Filmed by Sam James and edited by Gail Priest.
Link to share file:
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My Bovine Heart

Written by

Regina Heilmann

(June 2021)
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[Preset behind curtain. Enter through curtain with cow mask in hand. Move
downstage and address audience.]

ACT I
1
Sometimes. I have this dream. I look in the mirror and I see a different face, not the one
I am accustomed to. But it’s still me. Once, in my dream, I saw a face, my face, but not
my face, my eyes, they were dark like a black Angus; thick black charcoal eyeliner; little
black fringe; white powdery face. When I told someone about my transformative dream,
she suggested that perhaps I was channeling a past life; something karmic; a parallel
reality. Or perhaps it was something I’d seen or read. Or perhaps something I’d eaten.
[Performer puts cow head on and takes position for cabaret routine. At the end of the
song, she takes off cow head and puts it on the wig stand].

ACT II
[Moves to lectern]
2
About 2,000 years ago, in someone’s imagination, actually in Aeschylus’ imagination,
lived a beautiful young woman called Io. She was a priestess to the Goddess Hera who
was married to Zeus. Zeus saw Io and lusted after her and wanted to consume her of
course. Hera got wind of this and flew into a jealous rage. And so in order to “protect”
Io, Zeus turns Io into a cow, a beautiful white heifer. Hoping to hide his “little
indiscretion”. He traps Io’s human consciousness, with all her memories of the past and
hopes for the future, in the body of a cow. Io remains human, she thinks like a human
even though she has no choice but to behave like a cow. She whips gadflies with her
tail, she constantly chews, she’s hyper vigilant and her movements are a little clumsy.
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But she’s not really a cow-cow. She forms thoughts and words in her head like a human
but because of her new physiology and the different placement of her vocal cords, she
can’t speak. But she can call out. She calls out to her father over yonder, PAPA, he
raises his head as if to say was that my daughter? But all he sees is white heifer. Io is
bereft. Unrecognizable and inarticulate. Hera of course knows exactly what Zeus has
done and wants to torment Io further by conjuring up a particularly insistent gadfly that
stings her mercilessly. Io gallops off in a kind of frenzied madness far from her home,
chased by the gadfly, across great plains, rivers and seas. Perceiving no hope in her
situation, she seeks out a place to collapse and die. But she can’t ignore the gadfly and
jumps up and takes off again. Across great plains, rivers and seas. Until she runs into
fellow sufferer Prometheus who is chained to a boulder because he stole fire from the
gods and for his transgression Zeus condemns him to eternal suffering; every day an
eagle swoops down and attacks Prometheus, eating his liver. And every day, the same
thing; the liver grows back and the eagle swoops down and eats it. Despite his own
suffering Prometheus looks to ease Io’s pain and he prophesizes that she will continue
to journey far and wide, across great plains, rivers and seas, will overcome many
dangers, and eventually land in Egypt where she will be released from anguish. And
indeed when Io finds herself on the banks of the Nile, she lifts up her face to heaven and
cries out to Zeus VERDAMPFT NOCH MAL, LASS MICH FREI Having made up
with Hera, Zeus feels pity for Io. He touches her and she becomes herself, human, once
more.
3
In dreams and stories of our own making we can determine what the figments of our
imagination are thinking. We can get inside their heads. They are created in our own
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image. But cows of course have their own realities. They are not figments of our
imagination. Nor are we figments of theirs.
4
I am a little fascinated by cows right now. I notice them creating patterns in the
landscape. They seem to have a great sense of composition and symmetry. And timing.
They are good at hiding and revealing parts of themselves. Like when they stand behind
a tree. I watch them interact. Lick, butt, cajole, prod, bully. Sit side by side or spoon
each other. Sometimes I sing to them. And they come. But they do maintain at least five
meters and a fence in between us. And I wonder what they are thinking when they stand
so still and gaze at me, I think, gaze at me.
Our imaginations are shaped by what we know, by our limitations as a species. Shaped
by our own specific perception of reality, our conditioning, our patterns of behaviour,
our logic, our own hard wiring. We don’t know what each other is thinking. We can
guess. We do know that certain parts of a cow’s brain light up, as do human brains, when
they experience stress; we can deduce what stresses them. Like, having their calves
taken away. Being herded into a truck. The panicked calling of one of their own kind.
The stench of blood and fear. Or a red jumper flapping on fence that wasn’t there
yesterday. We can know a lot. We have the capacity for empathy. But we don’t know.
I wonder whether Io’s experience, gives her an insight into cowness or an empathy of
sorts or whether she simply forgets and regains an appetite for meat. Feasting and
drinking and celebrating how good life is, sacrificing the odd calf or two, now that she
is in human form again. She thinks that perhaps it was all just a bad dream. And
everything is back to normal. As it should be.
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5
There is a fine line between reality and fantasy, here there, now then, human and nonhuman, between body and meat, corpse and carcass, comedy and tragedy. What makes
things funny? What makes things unfunny? It depends. It’s funny if there is some kind
of violation that doesn’t affect you directly, like someone falling down the stairs, who
isn’t you, and doesn’t sustain an injury, or an unusual juxtaposition (a human cow) or
something that doesn’t seem real somehow. But what if there were a real head on a table;
Bloodied and oozing; covered and moving with maggots; an eye hanging on a thread. It
would be a different kind of show.
6
[Moves behind head. Ventriloquist performance]
Ok. So. It’s a prop, a device; an ice-breaker; she’s looking at you, you’re looking at her.
I mean what am i? A short horn? A friesan holstein? Or an angus/brangus? Hereford?
Charbray? Limousin? Who’s to say? Cut? Shorn? Sliced? Shredded? Cow. Shmow.
What is a cow? Who is a cow? Why is a cow? How can you tell if a cow is happy? Or
real? For that matter. Do cows actually exist?
7
Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE), Mad Cow Disease, it’s called variant Jacob
Creuzfeldt if you’re human - a fatal neurodegenerative disease –that you can catch from
infected cows; from cows, normally herbivorous, being fed the remains of other cows
in the form of meat and bone meal as a protein supplement. I have eaten a lot of cow in
my time.

Symptons include: abnormal gait, changes in behavior, tremors, hyper-

responsiveness to certain stimuli, poor balance and co-ordination, aggression,
nervousness, anxiety, recumbency, coma and death …It can take 15 years for symptoms
to manifest themselves.
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8
We’ve all got bodies, everyone here has a body, put your hand up if you haven’t got a
body, anyway, if we have bodies, we are vulnerable to death; we know life is precarious;
we are going to die; we are going to die at some point or another; we have to come to
terms with that, don’t we? or do we really, thank god for cognitive dissonance; we can
actually know and don’t know at the same time, we know and we don’t know at the
same time, because we can’t, we don’t want to imagine what it might be like for the
world to continue on without us. Without us being present. It’s like knowing and not
knowing that meat comes from the bodies of cows. In 12 seconds a cow can be
transformed into meat. From thigh to round steak. From buttock to porterhouse. From
shin to shin. This is 12 seconds. [quietly counts 12 seconds]
9
[Moves centre stage for stand-up routine]
So, a cow walks into a bar. Na. A woman walks into a bistro. She stands at the
chalkboard menu. Chilli squid and noodles, vegestack, roast chicken and vegetables. Tbone steak and pepper sauce. She goes to place her order. ‘Could I please order the
Vege-stack?’ She pays $17.50. She takes the table number and moves towards a table.
She stops. She changes her mind. She goes back to the cashier. ‘I’ve changed my mind.
I just noticed there is aubergine in the vege-stack; I can’t eat aubergine. I don’t like the
texture. I need to change my order. The chilli squid … is it marinated in the chilli sauce
… or …No, ok … Look, I think I’ll have the steak. Could you please make that medium,
not rare. I don’t suppose you know whether the cow was grain fed? It’s provenance?
Hormone infusions? Antibiotics? No …I am sure it will be fine. I’ll have the steak. But
please make sure it is medium not rare’. She pays another $10. She’s got the table
number. She turns to walk towards the table. The cashier turns to her colleague and says,
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‘Silly old cow’. ‘Did you just call me a silly old cow? There’s nothing silly about cows.
As a prey species, a cows’ sense of control over a situation is a biological necessity. Its
amazingly difficult to sneak up on a cow, because they’re often on the look out and
because their eyes are set into the sides of their heads, giving them a much wider range
of vision than humans. They can actually see well past their shoulders. There’s nothing
silly about cows’.
10
I doubt whether there is anything very beautiful about an abattoir. “a string of aubergine
livers floating past head upon head on silent hooks next to silent tongues”.
There are online kill counters that can tell you how many food animals are killed since
you’ve opened the web page. So, around half a million cows have been killed while I
have been talking. The longer I keep talking the more cows are being killed. If you think
about it that way. It’s a bit much. Maybe I should stop talking.
11
I read this article. You know, people have been known to literally applaud when an
animal escapes an abattoir or factory farm, as they sometimes do. There is something
heroic about their achievement. Against all odds. A reprieve from the their destiny. For
example, in Poland recently, a cow a red Limousin, a muscular beef cow, made a bid for
safety after she refused to get into a lorry taking her to an abattoir. Instead she rammed
a metal fence before making a dash for a nearby lake. A worker went after her but she
managed to break his arm and then swim to one of the islands in the middle of the lake.
She didn’t like to swim; the water was murky, she couldn’t see the bottom and it was
thick with eels. She managed to evade fire fighters who wanted to transport her by boat
and also a vet who ran out of tranquilizers trying to catch her. A local politician, who
was once a singer, hearing about this situation, offered to pay for her to be saved from
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slaughter to live in a safe place, and die a natural death. As a reward for her fortitude
and will to LIVE. She died, apparently from stress, after being recaptured and loaded
back onto a truck. She died during transportation. We will never know if the
politician/singer was as good as his word.

[Goes to Prop Table and picks up plate and fork and returns to microphone. Scratches
the fork in circular motion on plate. Reverb added. ]
12
LAMENT
[Short but extended sung phrase from ‘Arianna’s Lament’ by Monetverdi (1608)]

13
My mother always used to say, ‘ess schon, ess schon, Du brichst zusammen’, meaning,
eat eat or you’ll collapse. She always worried I wasn’t eating enough protein. In the old
days, my mother had experienced hard times, she had to go without, she experienced
hunger, she survived on onions, potatoes. She was a casualty of war. She survived
typhoid and enemy soldiers; she survived losing her home and all the family photos; she
lost her grandmothers and her brother-in-law; but she never lost her terror. Much later
on, things improved and she had migrated to Australia, following my father who had
come out on a migrant work scheme, he was only going to stay for two years, but stayed
for life, she fed her daughter meat. Most often T-bone steak, but also porter-house steak.
Sometimes ham steak with pineapple, pork chops and lamb chops. Chicken fricassee.
Hamburgers. Boleten. And on special occasions, Rouladen. Rolled beef served with pink
eye potatoes and red cabbage and the sweet spicy scent of cloves. You take a thin slice
of round steak – season. Thinly spread mustard on top. Put bacon, dill pickles and onion
on one end of each slice. Roll the slice, tuck the ends and secure with a thread or metal
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skewer. Heat butter in a skillet and brown well on all sides. Add one or two cups of hot
water, simmer and cover for 1 1/2 hours. To thicken the sauce, combine 1 – 2
tablespoons cornstarch in a little cold water and stir gently until slightly thickened.
Season and add sour cream. As the daughter grew up and came and went, the mother
would make this dish on her departure, a gesture of love, a full belly for the road. Bis
zum Nachstemal. Until next time.
14
Even though we’ve had a long relationship with cows, like 8,000 years – indeed we
humans essentially created the species through domestication and selective breeding–
they are a little cryptic. Do you know a human who is calm and healthy takes between
12 and 20 breaths a minute? A cow, an adult cow, who is calm and healthy takes
between 24 and 50 breaths a minute. That’s twice as many breaths. Anyway our
understanding of their cognition is growing. There’s this conflict, because they’re
naturally curious, cows, but they’re also fearful of the unknown. So am I. When I’m out
of my comfort zone for example. How will I cope when? What will happen if? What if
I go to a function? But I’ve forgotten my glasses. I can’t recognize anyone. And I don’t
know where to stand. Or what to say. For example. It’s the same. For cows. When
they’re in a situation where it’s being forced upon them and it’s new and novel it can be
really fearful and stressful. But when it’s in their control, a novel situation can be a really
enjoyable and a really positive experience. Like if I go to a function. I have my glasses.
I recognize someone and I know where to stand. And what to say. It’s really about how
much control you have, over the situation.
15
A cow’s flight zone; is like your personal space. How safe do you feel, how close will
you get, it depends on the situation and how familiar the situation is. Where is the line,
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where is the zone, what is level of discomfort you can tolerate. If you were a dairy cow
or pet cow, or a mask, there may not be a flight zone as such; but if I was a beef cow or
part of a herd of cattle in the outback, say, the flight zone might be several hundred
metres.
16
Phago-phobia, from the Greek word Phago meaning to eat and Phobia meaning…. A
terror of being consumed. It’s a condition. Similar but different to Athazagora-phobia
which is a fear of being forgotten or ignored; a kind of nonexistence, a kind of being
here but not here at the same time, a kind of disconnection. A kind of I can feel my lips
moving why can nobody hear me. A kind of calling that falls on deaf ears. A kind of
you can’t really die if you don’t exist in the first place, even though you do. A kind of
Io-ness. A kind of cowness. A kind of silly old cowness.
17
There’s this story, it’s not a myth, its not a dream, well it’s a nightmare, it’s a well known
true account, where a woman, who is, was an environmental philosopher, Val
Plumwood, some of you might know of her, went to the Kakadu paperbark wetlands in
1985 in search of an Aboriginal rock art site across a lagoon and up a side channel. She
was in a 3 metre red canoe and all the while had the sensation of being watched.
Searching, unsuccessfully for the rock art site she decided to turn back. Travelling back
down the channel, rounding a bend, she saw midstream what looked like a floating stick.
As the current took her towards it, the stick seemed to transform from inanimate to
animate, to develop eyes. A saltwater Crocodile! They looked directly into each other’s
eyes. He, the saurian wrestler had beautiful gold-flecked eyes. Even in that moment she
noticed that. In that moment, they saw each other for what they were. She felt a blow
against the side of the canoe as he wacked it with his tail; the crocodile was in pursuit.
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She fell into the water and was dragged under and rolled. He released her and she
splashed and scrambled to the bank. But he dragged her back in. Grabbing her between
the legs, He dragged her under and rolled her again. And again he let her go. Again she
scrambled towards the bank and made it to a mangrove. Only to be dragged in and rolled
again. He let her go again, and she scrambled back to the bank and into the mangroves.
The crocodile had gone. Val Plumwood later writes, having survived being death rolled
three times by the Crocodile, that ‘for the first time, it came to me fully that I was prey’.
She knew she was food for crocodiles, that her body was made of meat but at the same
time she says, she rejected that notion. She knew and didn’t know at the same time. Our
human frameworks of subjectivity, protect us from the knowledge of vulnerability and
impending death, we think ‘this is not really happening, this is a nightmare from, which
I will soon awake. This is a case of mistaken identity’. She writes, ‘until that moment, I
knew I was food in the same remote way that I knew I was animal, was mortal. In the
moment of truth, abstract knowledge becomes concrete.’ Thankfully Val Plumwood,
she lived a long and fruitful life. But of course the experience changed her and she
understood her place in the scheme of things; part of nature not apart from nature. The
fine line was broken.
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ACT III
[Goes to prop table. Puts on bloodied gloves. Picks up plate and goes to position on
stage. Holds plate over her head. Blood drips down the performer’s arms and onto the
apron as she speaks]
18
I have this vivid dream. I look in the mirror and see reflected behind me, a door. I hear
sounds from behind the door. Metallic scratchings. Thuds. Thumps. Whirrings. Muffled
voices. I catch my expression in the mirror. I see the whites of my eyes. A trickle of
sweat down the back of my neck. I remember thinking. There’s only one way out of
here and that’s through that door. Or I could smash the mirror? Maybe that would do it.
Break the spell. End the dream. If it is a dream. I start falling. A spinning. I pass out.
When I come to, I hear distant bells. A pungent smell. I remember being five years old
and my mother cleaning me up and saying everything would be alright. Then suddenly
I am running through the door. I’m on the other side. I gallop apace down a long
corridor. But something’s wrong. I stall at a gate. Something affects my sense of depth.
I inch forward, and then I’m falling and spinning again. Slipping and sliding on vomit
and shit, broken plates and teeth. I try to get up but keep falling like a clown on ice.
Something cold grips my shoulder blade. Lifts me and twirls me around. And I’m colder
than I’ve ever felt before. A voice in my ear says, how many livers does it take to fill a
nine-hour day? 3,940. I turn. But I see her floating past on a hook. Eyes bulging out of
her heavy head as if to say, why, what did I do? I try to answer. To open my mouth. But
I can’t speak. I close my eyes. Turn away. I don’t want to end this way. The voice in my
ear says, get on the block and I’ll take your shin off. I open my eyes wide. A gob of
blood his me in the face. There is so much blood. Why is there so much blood? No No
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No. I asked for medium not rare. There is too much blood. I look around. There are
hundreds of boxes and boxes and boxes and boxes. With labels. Head meat. Cheek meat.
Lip meat. And the voice at my ear says, how many hearts? How many hearts does it take
to fill a nine-hour day? Heart? I say, we need more heart. Your delirious. It’s an acquired
taste. 3,940. The voice says. Here are your joints, see? This is your topside. This is your
silver side. Your flank. Or knuckle. Your sirloin tip. Quick. Get on the block and I’ll
take your shin off. And then the voice starts to sing. Da da da. I remember you. I
remember. I went to your shop and wanted to buy a bag of bones for the dog. I didn’t
have the right change. You rolled your eyes. You’re a silly old cow, you said.
Remember? I’m the silly old cow. [pause] We don’t need a saw, the voice says. Just the
knives. There’s a natural join here. See. We can go straight through. A nice dark red.
[pause]. Something blue grabs my attention. A blue tag, K 2 57. K257. K257. That’s my
ear. That’s my ear.
[Bringing the plate down to waste level]
Heart thumping, I sat up gasping. Something I ate.
[Turns upstage to regard the projection of the screen. Count of 3. Turns back to regard
the audience. Lights slowly fade]
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